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Book 2 - Prologue: The Borderlands


Year 1016 of the Epoch of the Gods, E.G. The dry season of summer. Nightfall.

The expanse of desert wasn’t entirely desolate. Withered, yellowed brush sprouted from the arid soil, sparse in some places and thick in others. Dead patches were interspersed here and there like scabs or bald spots. By their very existence, the shrubs simultaneously proved their tenacity and underlined the desolate landscape.

When the wind blew, it rustled the plants that stretched for hundreds of miles, causing them to undulate like waves. Chirps and cries of unseen beasts were carried over by the breeze. Out in the distance, the light from a fire flickered like a solitary candle in the fading light. It came from the relic of what must have been an ancient sports stadium, half of which sprouted from the side of a mountain. It had since been converted into a settlement.

The settlement relied on the brazier and its fire for illumination. From time to time, people would walk down the roads holding pumpkin-like fruit that radiated light. Half-collapsed buildings lined their path with finer ones cropping up every once in a while. Engraved signs hung overhead, marking each as the church, the market, and so on.

Pedestrians jostled for space, each one focused on wherever they were going. There were beggars in tattered rags, wild men covered in tattoos from head to toe, scowling criminals, and merchants in tawdry outfits all mingling without conflict. It was a common sight here.

The interior of the local bar stank with the smell of booze and perspiration. Unsavory fellows shouted boisterously and drank too much, while compulsive gamblers bet away their livelihoods. Travelers occupied some of the tables, keeping a low profile as they drank.

A woman entered. She had bronze hair and warm brown eyes. A voluptuous chest and full bottom delineated her curvaceous figure, further outlined by tight-fitting leather garments. Covering it all was a simple traveler’s cloak. Even strides brought her directly to the bar where she sat and rapped her knuckles on the nicked length of wood. She called out in a loud voice, “A glass of your most expensive liquor. Best you got. Make it strong!”

A few wolf whistles answered her from several of the more salacious bar patrons. The eye of every man was on her, following the lines of her attractive frame.

Her looks and temperament were certainly a cut above average, rarely seen in a place like this. She was all on her own, which invariably planted less than wholesome thoughts in the minds of a few spectators.

A man with a face full of knife scars sauntered over to her. He pulled a bag from his waist which clinked with the tell-tale sound of cash. “How much for a good time, beautiful?”

“Oh, I don’t want your money!” The mysterious woman pulled out a black staff and placed it on the bar with a crisp bang. “You just need to have the balls to follow me home.”

The man’s face froze when he saw the simple weapon. One end of it was sharpened into a tri-edged point.

An Exorcist rod. She was a demon hunter!

Scarface backed off, gentle as a kitten. The rest of the bar went silent.

The dim light had hidden it before, but now, the patrons could see the markings on her clothes, designs of the order – a wandering demon hunter.

Most demon hunters came from a civilian background and lacked an impressive family lineage. They rarely held military or sectarian office outside of their holy duties. As such, they were only loosely regulated, following only the general code of the order and the holy city. Typically, they had the freedom to go where they pleased, protecting the peace, dealing with unsavory types, or eliminating monsters. Sometimes they were called Monster Hunters.

But, a demon hunter was a demon hunter by any name. No one here was stupid enough to piss the woman off.

A glass of fine liquor was pushed in front of her. The short-haired beauty lifted it to her nose and sniffed. Then, without so much as a look, she threw her head back and drank it all down. The comfortable burn worked its way down her throat and into the pit of her stomach and then spread all through her body. A tinge of red immediately stained her tan cheeks.

“Good stuff. Very nice! More than I expected from a shithole like this.” Her boisterous voice called out again, “Another!”

“I’m sorry. You’ll have to pay first.”

A man’s deep voice delivered the verdict. The woman lifted her eyes to see a stalwart gentleman with dark and oily skin. He looked like he was cast from dark copper. He sported a meticulous buzz cut, and three long scars traced lines over his left eye, which made him look all the more masculine. A heavy leather cloak hung off his shoulder, and the pommel of a bejeweled sword glinted from his waist. His sunken eyes were cold and challenging.

He was an average-looking fellow, but something about him certainly left an impression.

His interruption displeased the woman. “Are you insinuating I won’t pay my debts?”

The bar owner answered with a small smile, “Five Skycloud silvers. Thank you.”

She stared at him, mouth agape. A price of five silvers was blackmail – he was blackmailing a demon hunter! She wouldn’t stand for this lawlessness. Angry, she slapped the polished bar top. “Five silvers? Why don’t you just rob me?! I don’t have that kind of money, just my exorcist rod. You can try to take it from me if you got the stones.”

“This establishment doesn’t work on credit.” The owner dropped his eyes toward her staff. “I’ll take the relic as collateral.”

When she saw him reach out to take it, the woman’s expression changed. Did this backwoods dipshit not understand who she was? He clearly didn’t value his life if he was going to try and take her weapon!

Despite her shock, she reached out as fast as lightning, ready to knock his hand away.

However, in a move no one expected, the owner turned his hand over and flicked at hers with a single finger.

The woman cried out in alarm as she was knocked several paces back. Her right hand had gone numb like she’d been hit by a jolt of electricity. She watched helplessly as the man in black leather took her staff and threw it unceremoniously behind the bar. He turned around to shoot her a glance. “I’ll keep this safe until you have the money to buy it back.”

The woman’s face was both gloomy and uncertain. No more than three people in the bar saw their whole exchange. It was that quick. It hadn’t been a real fight, but their brief clash proved definitively that she was no match for him.

He was just a hillbilly bar owner. How could he be so unfathomably strong?

“Five silver coins. That’s all? I’ll bring them tomorrow, then!”

A demon hunter welching on her debt and losing her exorcist rod? It certainly wouldn’t be good for her reputation. Yet, all she could do was grit her teeth. She wasn’t going to stay here, so she exited the bar, crestfallen.

“Hahahaha!”

“Didja see that? Shit, she’s probably been a demon hunter no more’n a few hours!”

“And she couldn’t even pay five silver. Poor as dirt, too!”

A newly-arrived patron eyed the boss curiously and couldn’t help but ask, “Big brother, what’s this bar owner’s background? I’ve never seen a demon hunter outmatched!”

“I only know he goes by Adder. He came about six months ago.” The one who answered was a drunk patron who looked around with hazy eyes and belched between sentences. “And background? Who knows? There’re all kinds of badasses hidden in the Sandbar. People like him showin’ up ain’t rare. Now stop askin’ stupid questions and drink.”

The bar returned to its boisterous default filled with cheers, drinking games, and lively gambling. The night continued like nothing had happened.

Because it was nothing special. This wasn’t the wastelands, nor was it the holy city. It was between the two: the borderlands.

The Sandbar was the only settlement between these two opposing worlds. Powerful travelers from both surreptitiously passed through or made their homes here. It was too close to the Elysian lands for wastelands powers to try and seize, and since it didn’t really belong to the holy city, they didn’t actively manage it. Over time, it had become a den of snakes… filled with people like Adder.


1 / The Trade Caravan


Scalding winds burned the brush along the wastelands borderlands a withered yellow. During the dry season, there wasn’t a drop of water to be found for tens of kilometers around.

A caravan of vehicles was passing through, most of them animal-driven carts. They were all roughly the same size, pulled not by ugly wastelands beasts but by single-horned snow-white horses.

Banners flapped in the harsh winds, sporting thorny blooms on a field of green with a crimson bottom. Thirty caravan guards followed, clad in armor that bore the same thorny insignia and equipped with adjustable weapons from the Elysian lands. Standard equipment from the holy city.

An old man with a head full of white hair reaching down to his shoulders led the procession. The years had carved deep trenches on his face, but despite his age, he was full of strength and vitality. A silken, well-tailored robe hung over his body and was embroidered with the same image of thorns. In his right hand, he held a bracelet made of precious stones that he absently rolled among his fingers. The gems were worn but still glimmered in the light.

It was all the same: The family emblem, the carts, and the weapons. Their haul consisted of various ores, leathers, and medicines that spoke to who these strangers were. They were the Bloomnettle Company, an unassuming trade collective from Skycloud. Old Thistle was its founder.

Citizens of Skycloud were naturally prideful, especially when compared with the poisonous wastelanders. That blasted landscape was a place of carnage, rife with the derelict and the filthy. Skycloud’s ban on traveling through the evil place only compounded their innate distaste.

Old Thistle was a citizen of the holy city, one with a head for business. He knew that the wastelands were rife with ores and leathers no man laid claim to. Gathering them and bringing them back to the Elysian lands was surely a profitable venture, he thought. Out here in the outskirts, people didn’t have the same distaste for the wastelands. Regulations weren’t so strict.

Old Thistle established the Bloomnettle Company out here on the border, where they could exist in the space between the wastelands and Elysian territory. Out here, they could perform their due diligence with regards to the holy city without violating their stringent laws while also avoiding having to deal with the more savage elements of the wastelands. However, it also had an effect on their status among the people. Old Thistle was in his seventies and knew the time for his retirement was fast approaching. He needed to become a legitimate businessman.

“Eh?” He suddenly stopped fiddling with the bracelet. He looked all around, and when he failed to find the face he was looking for, he called out to the guard captain, “Where’d Squall go?”

The guard captain called back, “I think he said he was gonna scout ahead.”

“This kid’s always screwin’ around!” The old man’s face bore an annoyed yet affectionate expression. He’d never had a child of his own, but Squall was one of the orphans that had come under his care. Adopted or not, he was a very talented young man. Old Thistle himself had spent half his life as a merchant, despised by the people of Skycloud. The task of bringing honor to his family name fell on this kid. “It’s different out here, not like the holy city… The situation has been getting more dangerous. One person running around on his own is liable to get into trouble. Take a few people and go find him.”

The guard captain responded with a wry smirk. “You still don’t get it, Chief. Young master Squall went through the demon hunter selection process already. He isn’t one of them yet, but he’s already got more skill than all the rest of us. You still think he needs us to protect him?”

This fact caused the old man’s wrinkled face to stretch into a prideful smile.

Demon hunter. What an honorable title! A man like him, who’d lived out here in the space between poverty and affluence, looked up to their kind with great respect. Now, one of his own was found to have their talents and may one day call himself one of them. He could die in peace with that knowledge.

“Squall may be skilled, but he isn’t experienced. Go take a look.”

Suddenly a voice called out from ahead.

“Father! Come quickly!”

A young man around seventeen or eighteen ran towards the group. He looked both clever and capable with average features. His unnaturally gray hair was on the long side, so he had it tied back behind his head in a ponytail. His bronze skin had the marks of long years spent out in the open air, which spoke to his hale demeanor.

He was pointing at a boulder not far away. There were two people huddled behind it, one male and one female.

The girl was about thirteen and wore very simple clothing. Her hair was tousled. Her face was dirty. She looked altogether in a bad way, but her eyes were bright and watchful. Timid and frightened, she watched the strangers approach.

Her companion wore a mask that hid his face, which made it hard to tell his age, but his body was thin and small. Based just on that, he gave the impression of also being young. He was laid out on the rock appearing to be unconscious.

She held a knife out in front of her and waved it with jerky, panicked motions. “Don’t come any closer!”

The young boy who found them gave her a searching look. He could tell that underneath the grit, she was quite pretty. He was unavoidably curious. “Don’t be afraid, little miss. We aren’t bad people. That soldier you’re with looks hurt.”

Soldier was a fair assumption since the unconscious man was clad in Skycloud armor. It was standard equipment for those in service to the holy city, but its materials and craftsmanship were too complex for any outside armorer to copy. Trying to copy or steal a suit of Skycloud armor was a dire violation of their laws and would, at the very least, lead to banishment.

Squall, Old Thistle, and the guards all assumed he had to be a soldier, but what was he doing all the way out here? His masterfully-crafted armor was caked in dirt and smeared with filth, enough to signify that he had spent at least twenty-something days out in the wilds. He had to have come from the wastelands.

The girl didn’t look or dress like she was from the Elysian lands either.

Old Thistle and the guard captain carefully looked over the one dressed as a soldier. Even unconscious, he was holding tightly to one of the unique Elysian weapons issued by their military. It had seen some heavy use judging by the nicks and dents. Had he been out here on a mission and had gotten hurt? He’d gotten this far, almost back home, before passing out.

Old Thistle cast a sidelong glance at the guard captain. “Have the doctor come take a look.”

Squall tried to approach the girl, but, startled, she started waving her dagger at him. When he got close enough, he reached out and plucked the weapon out of her hands with his fingers. He followed with a series of showy flourishes and said, “Don’t be scared. We won’t hurt you.”

She was drawn away from her unconscious friend. She looked back at them pale as a sheet and trembling, so pure and innocent.

The Bloomnettle Company’s physician showed up a few moments later. She was a tall and slender woman who held herself in a rigid posture. She started by removing the mysterious soldier’s mask. Everyone was surprised to discover that the face beneath it was even younger than Squall’s. He had to be around fifteen or sixteen years old.

So young. How on earth was he a soldier?

The doctor looked him over for a little while and eventually turned back to the others. “I can’t see any serious issues, just long-term dehydration. He passed out because of it. That said, I find him to be very suspicious. I don’t think we should get involved in whatever’s going on here.”

“Well, now that we’ve stepped in it, we might as well make certain. Maybe it’ll earn us some good karma.” The bracelet clattered as Old Thistle rolled the beads between his fingers one by one. He indicated to the others around him with a wave of his hand. “Put him on one of the carts.”

As for the girl, her terrified eyes watched as the strangers lifted her friend and took him away. She was certainly frightened, but she followed all the same. The old man among them seemed friendly.

It was a common sight. The wastelands and Elysian territories were different worlds. To the people of the holy land, wastelanders were synonymous with filth and sin. Even the merchants weren’t happy to have to deal with them.

Well, there was one exception.

Young Squall didn’t seem to have any qualms. He didn’t waste much time before he tried to get close to the strange young girl. “What’s your name?”

She was exceptionally guarded. She stared at him with her wide eyes, too frightened to speak.

“You don’t need to be nervous.” Squall was close enough that he could see her cracked and blistered lips – a sign of severe dehydration. He pulled his canteen off his waist and offered it to her. “Are you thirsty? Have some water.”

Her fear toward people of the holy city ran deep, but she was, after all, just a young girl. The burning thirst in her throat was almost more than she could take. She couldn’t withstand the temptation of the water he offered, so she snatched the canteen and drank deeply of its contents.

His lips turned in a friendly smile. “Now, can you tell me your name?”

The girl didn’t dare drink more than she already had before responding. She paused for a few moments, weighing the options. “Asha.”

Squall nodded. “Good name. Who gave it to you?”

His question opened an old wound. A carefree, kind, devout face swam in her memories – her foster father. It was quickly replaced with the image of a mass of bruises and melted flesh that he had become at the hands of a crazed mob.

Squall recognized the pain that flitted across her face. He quickly changed the subject. “Is that soldier your friend? What’s his name?”

Asha was young, but she wasn’t stupid. When she heard him misidentify her friend as a soldier, she was careful not to correct him. Her answer was clipped and simple. “His name is Cloudhawk. He’s a good man!”

Several members of the caravan heard her impassioned answer. Cloudhawk? That was a strange name… a wastelander’s name.

“Squall! Come here!”

Old Thistle wasn’t pleased with how close his young charge was getting to the wastelander girl. After all, he was destined to become a demon hunter. No honorable member of the order could be allowed to carry on with the likes of her.

Squall shrugged helplessly but dutifully trotted over to his father.

Old Thistle, Squall, the guard captain, and the doctor huddled together and spoke in hushed tones.

The doctor clearly didn’t like the idea of keeping them around. “We gave them water, and the boy isn’t hurt. We have no idea who he is, but if he isn’t who he appears to be, he’s going to cause us trouble.”

Old Thistle nodded in agreement. “What do the two of you think?”

The guard captain was next to air his opinion. “Far as I see it, the fewer things we need to deal with, the better. Besides, our food and water are limited. More people means less for us, and if for some reason our schedule gets delayed, that deficit is gonna cost us.”

“Be that as it may, we’ve already picked them up. We can’t just throw ‘em back out into the desert.” Squall chimed in, “We’re two days’ journey from the Sandbar. I think we should bring them along. Wait for the guy to wake up so we can figure out who he is. If he’s a soldier, we’ve done a good deed for the holy city, and if he’s a deserter or traitor, then we’ve bagged a criminal. Even if we saved someone who didn’t deserve it, the worst case scenario is that we lose ‘em in the Sandbar.”

The small council exchanged thoughtful glances. He had a point. They might as well stick to the plan!

The caravan continued along their way. However, only a few minutes had passed when the rolling sound of thunder reached their ears.

No, not thunder. It was the sound of several hundred hooves beating the ground. It was as loud as a hurricane and the people of the caravan craned their necks toward the noise with wide eyes. They knew what that sound meant.

One of them shouted.

“Shit. The Highwaymen!”


2 / Bold Bandits


The borderlands were not as cruel or unforgiving as the deserts, but nor was it the verdant lands of the holy people. The land was still desolate. The mountains were arid, and the water was unclean. The lawless expanse still saw its fair share of bandits and outlaws from the Elysian lands. They congregated to form raider crews. A merchant company like Bloomnettle was not big enough to be a threat and not small enough to be wasted effort – just the sort of target these raiders liked.

The Highwaymen was the latest raider clan to appear on the scene. Composed mostly of criminals fleeing from Skycloud persecution, it had recruited a wealth of thieves, robbers, and other wanted men in the past year. There were even a few wastelanders who joined its crew. Today, they numbered almost a thousand and used the borderlands as their hunting grounds.

They even established their own headquarters called Wayside, which was the size of a small settlement. It was a way for them to show off how successful they’d been.

Old Thistle and his mercenary caravan could deal with a small group of thieves. With thirty or so guards, they could even defend themselves against a small raiding party. But, against the Highwaymen? They didn’t stand a chance.

“Guards! Guards!”

Bloomnettle’s defenders brandished their weapons and formed a protective ring around the carts. Large silver crossbows were pointed toward the sound of hooves.

Their weapons were products of Skycloud ingenuity. In accordance with the style of the holy city, the silver body was beautifully crafted. Perhaps its largest difference from conventional crossbows was the drum affixed to the back portion. Like the rest of it, the cylinder was also etched with eye-catching patterns. It was a quill, a high-pressure repository for arrows affixed to the weapon itself. It was attached to a lever that, when pulled, rapidly expelled air through vents and reset the bowstring, making it capable of firing very quickly.

One high-pressure quiver could house fifty crossbow bolts. The bolts themselves were about as thick as a finger and could travel more than a hundred and fifty meters. Commonplace though they were in the Elysian lands, they were much more powerful than the ancient weapons dredged up in the wastelands. Only god-given technology could make something like this a reality.

The guard captain pulled a palm-sized cylinder from his waist. He pressed a button. Schtick! A long blade shot out. It was another oft-seen tool of the Elysians, a retractable sword. Its blade was so well polished that it might as well have been a mirror. It was as tough as steel and as sharp as a razor. Godly technology infused its make and material. The secrets of its construction were closely guarded, so the blades were mostly carried by high-ranking individuals.

Bloomnettle Company was fairly well equipped, but how could thirty guards protect them from such a large crew of bold bandits?

Crimson red banners flapped within the cloud of dust bearing down on them. The flagpoles themselves had the stripped skulls of horned beasts affixed to them, which added to the air of savagery.

At last, two hundred burly men appeared. They wore heavy plate armor that protected the most crucial areas, and their muscular arms waved their weapons threateningly overhead. Tattoos and red totems were common among them, showing their allegiance to the religion of carnage.

These were the Highwaymen, a plague of the borderlands!

The captain of Bloomnettle’s small defense thrust his sword high. “Fire,” he shouted. 

“Fire!”

The other guards began to shoot their crossbows. Sturdy finger-thick bolts whistled through the air, shot out of the crossbows faster than bullets out of a machine gun. However, the bandits were not foolish enough to attack directly. They had spread to both flanks and surrounded the caravan. Most of the bolts hit nothing but empty space.

“Damn it!”

The guard captain’s face went ashen. Old Thistle remained dignified but solemn.

It looked like they were going to get robbed today.

The band’s leader was an ugly behemoth with red-tinted goggles. He rode on a massive ox-like creature that was so dark that it looked like it was made from black iron. In his hand, he held an enormous broadsword falchion. In a booming, growling voice he yelled,

“Money! Goods! Women! Weapons! Give ‘em up and we won’t have to kill you!”

“Woo! Woo! Woo!”

“Goods! Women! Weapons!”

The other bandits uttered similar cries.

These men were ferocious outlaws. A typical merchant caravan wouldn’t stand a chance against them. Old Thistle knew that with the guards he had, there was no way a fight would go their way. He stepped forward and used a voice of appeasement to reply, “Everyone, I’m just a creaky old man trying to make a living. If you would let us pass, I’d happily leave you half of our goods.”

“Phah!” the man shouted back. “You sorry old shit, don’t you know who we are? You want to try and fucking HAGGLE with us? Men! Kill ‘em all!”

The towering bull he rode started pawing the ground. All of his men prepared to charge.

They came down on the caravan like a hurricane, as fierce and as reckless as their name implied without any fear of consequences. Old Thistle and his people had become their target, and they weren’t getting away. 

Just as the horde of bandits was about to reach them, the captain of the guards stepped out and yelled through gritted teeth, “Are the Highwaymen nothing more than cowardly bullies? Fight me one on one if you got the stones!”

Suddenly, everybody stopped.

One by one, the outlaws began to laugh.

“You want a duel? Cute!” The band leader sneered hideously. “Hatchet! You’re up!”

“You got it, vice-chief!” a large black man yelled. He lunged forward brandishing a hefty battleax in each hand, bearing down on the guard captain who watched him come in calm defiance. Hatchet struck the flat heads of his weapons together, producing a shower of sparks. “Bring it, you piece of shit! Three swipes. That’s all I’ll need. Bring it!”

Old Thistle eyed the large, overconfident man. He then shot a nervous glance at his guard captain. “You don’t need to fight him. We can’t believe anything these outlaws say. Even if you win, it isn’t going to stop them.”

But, the guard captain shook his head. “This is just to give me a shot. While we’re fighting, I’ll find some way to get close to the guy with shitty eyewear. If I can grab and hold him hostage, we might have a chance of getting out of here.”

The two men met in the middle of the field.

In his left hand, the captain of the guard had a silver shield. In his right, he held the Skycloud-made retractable sword. He crouched forward and held his shield before him while his right hand balanced the sword on top. The length of the blade peeked over his defenses. Step by step, he carefully shifted closer to Hatchet. It was a standard fighter’s posture, defensive while also prepared to strike.

Hatchet was clumsy in contrast, but he chuckled mirthfully at the display. Suddenly, he snapped his axes up and sprinted forward. He was fast – they were separated by at least twenty meters, but Hatchet covered that distance in the blink of an eye. 

Clang!

His first axe struck the guard’s shield, which was also Skycloud-made. It was built to absorb sharp impact blows like this. However, the staggering strength behind the axe knocked him back. He promptly counterattacked, stabbing at the brute with his longsword. It was met by Hatchet’s second axe.

The sword flew out of his grip.

Staggering back again, this time the guard found it hard to regain his balance. His foe saw this opening and charged in. The guard blanched, ducking instinctively behind his shield. However, instead of hacking down at him, the large man threw his axe.

“No!”

Squall stared in shock and horror as he watched. The thrown axe arced high, artfully slipped past the guard captain’s shield, and then buried itself in his neck. Half the axe head disappeared in the gallant man’s throat, and he hit the ground without a sound.

“Woo-woo-woo-woo!” The surroundings bandits cried out with excited and bloodthirsty roars.

Hatchet swaggered over to the corpse and wrenched his bloodstained axe free. Then, he hacked again to sever the guard’s head from his body. With his left foot, he steadied the skull. Then, he used his right foot to boot it away. The guard captain’s head fell with a thud into the middle of the caravan. Immediately, morale drained from the remaining guards.

Just one of these bandits was this skilled?

However, if they thought about it, it made sense. The Highwaymen had been around for a while. They had to be strong if they were to continue living in the borderlands. They were either hard men from the wastelands trying to infiltrate the borderlands or were hardened criminals from the holy lands. None of them were your typical scoundrels.

“Fuck, that was the best you got, and you actually had the balls to call for a duel?” The goggled man guffawed through a vile grin. “Anyone else wanna give it a shot? We got some time to kill!”

The guard captain had been a part of Bloomnettle Company for a long time. He’d watched Squall grow up, and now Squall had just watched him die before his eyes. The future demon hunter felt a rage well up inside him, so he wrenched a weapon from one of the soldiers’ grips and – his face twisted in anger – tried to walk forward. But, Old Thistle held him back.

Squall cried out in fury, “I’m gonna kill him! I have to avenge him!”

To this, the old man sighed. “You’re no match for him. Stay put!”

The large man really was strong. Even the guard captain couldn’t beat him in a fight. They’d just watched one of their best warriors die in three attacks and he’d been an experienced and shrewd person. What could a greenhorn like Squall accomplish?

“Let me.”

The voice, deep and hoarse, came from behind the guards. The sound was both strange and discomforting.

A man covered in the resplendent armor of the Skycloud army stepped down from one of the carts. The mask was back over his face, and he held the dual-bladed staff at the ready. Under the curious and uncertain gazes of the guards, he stepped forward.

Asha had been hiding behind one of the pack horses. When she saw Cloudhawk, her face immediately lit up. He wasn’t tall or strong, but to her, he was the epitome of reliability. Now that he was awake, Cloudhawk would surely have a way to deal with these raiders!

The Highwaymen were equally surprised to see a Skycloud soldier step out from the crowd. However, the more he staggered their way, the less imposing he seemed, like he was still young and weak. The bandits were not impressed. A single soldier? What was there to be afraid of?

Hatchet smirked and swung his axes. “Do you know why I came all the way out here? I was chased from my home for my crimes. They hunted me. I killed five of them then. I’m gonna add one more soldier to the list today.” 

Cloudhawk lifted his head. His calm eyes sparkled behind the mask.

When their eyes met, Hatchet inexplicably felt a chill pass through him. Something didn’t feel right. The gaze made him uncomfortable. The boy’s eyes were calm, like the surface of a perfectly still lake. But, beneath the surface was a dark and dangerous undercurrent.

There was murder in there, through and through. That wasn’t the look of a normal man, but the eyes of someone who’d tread the line between life and death many times. Even the guard captain hadn’t given him pause. But this one… this one scared him.

He wasn’t going to be such a pushover.

“How is he gonna beat this guy?” Squall asked anxiously. “Even a proper soldier would have trouble, and he’s still weak. What makes him think he has a chance?”

The brutish bandit sneered at the detestable merchants. He saw them as hardly worth the air they breathed. The guard captain had been about as capable as a soldier, and he’d only lasted three moves. Unless this boy was much stronger than the captain had been, he didn’t stand a chance. The real question was…. Was he as strong as he seemed? Or was he just another scrub?


3 / The Young Demon Hunter


Cloudhawk held the double-edged blade before him, ready for a fight.

The standard Skycloud weapon had four transformations: bow, broadsword, dual-headed glaive, and a pair of short swords. It could be used both up close and at a distance and could change seamlessly and easily from one form to another. Its construction was nothing short of incredible. It was evidence of how great the gifts of the gods to their chosen were.

Hatchet, his stare hard and solemn, looked Cloudhawk up and down. The black depths of his pupils were stark against the white of his eyes. It was the same for his white teeth, which gleamed as his black lips pulled back in a sneer. To onlookers, he looked like a leopard, carefully judging from which direction to pounce on his prey.

“You ready to die?”

“You still spoutin’ that shit?” Cloudhawk flatly replied. “Come.”

Hatchet attacked first. Each bounding step sent him tearing forward as if the bottoms of his feet were covered in springs. After three or four steps, he hit his top speed, sending clouds of dust up behind him. Like a raging bull, he charged towards Cloudhawk without flourish, determined to tear him apart.

Cloudhawk instinctively jerked away to avoid him.

However, much to everyone’s surprise, Hatchet didn’t attack at the end of his onslaught. When Cloudhawk moved, the large bandit stopped, reacquired his target, and then launched into the air. The mere inertia from his charge threw him a full meter into the air where he began to spin. The axes in his hands glinted dangerously and carved a three-hundred-and-sixty-degree circle. His trajectory brought him down at Cloudhawk at a forty-five-degree angle. The young defender still hadn’t found his footing.

Cloudhawk’s pupils contracted. He gripped his weapon tight. When the raider’s axes landed, the ensuing blast of air blew his hair back. The impact struck so hard that the skin between his thumbs and forefingers split open. His legs couldn’t support that much weight and buckled, forcing him to one knee.

The Bloomnettle guards watched in suffocating horror. 

The man with red goggles and his cronies shouted praise, “Good! Get ‘im!”

Hatchet’s grin grew wider as he jumped up and planted his feet on Cloudhawk’s chest. Thankfully, the armor protected him, but Cloudhawk still shot away like a bullet. Flailing through the air, he managed to shove one end of his glaive into the ground. After carving a trench several meters long, he was finally able to regain some stability.

Then, another gust of wind swept by.

Cloudhawk had only just pulled his weapon out of the ground when Hatchet was in his face again. He could feel the whistling air displaced by the pair of axes, and he wasn’t ready. When the attack fell, it snapped his glaive down the middle. Cloudhawk was left with two short swords.

Clang-clang!

Hatchet spun like a tornado, a dervish of steel. His axes collided with each of the young soldier’s swords. The large bandit was too strong – much stronger than Cloudhawk – and so his swords were knocked easily from his hands. 

Hatchet planted another kick in the center of his tiny challenger’s chest. It was impossible for Cloudhawk to keep his balance as he was booted away once again. He landed with a sickening crunch four to five meters away.

The bandits cackled while the members of Bloomnettle Company glowered. At best, the soldier was as good in a fight as Squall. What made him believe he could stand toe-to-toe against this titan?

“I thought you had some oomph in ya,” Hatchet said as the concern in his faces melted away. “Shit, you ended up just being another spineless fuck. Hahaha!”

Cloudhawk staggered back onto his feet while holding his chest. His mask had the strange effect, however, of making it seem like the two blows hadn’t affected him at all.

Hatchet leered at him. “This ax here… this is the one that’s gonna take your life.”

Cloudhawk stood in the crater where he’d fallen, unmoving. “Give it a shot.”

His flippant response infuriated Hatchet. Did the kid not understand that his weapons were gone? What made him so arrogant? He grinned then lunged at Cloudhawk like a hungry wolf.

His death was certain. The caravan group knew nothing about this stranger in their midst, yet they were still sad for his impending demise.

But, who could have expected that at this moment, Cloudhawk would spread open his hands as though to invite his end, only for the earth itself to respond? A burst of intangible power surged forth from the young man that made the ground buck. Gravel rose from beneath his feet like someone had turned off gravity. The rocks just hung in the air.

Needless to say, the scene stunned every witness.

“This… this…”

The smiles on the bandits’ faces froze stiff like masks. Their gleeful facades shattered, replaced by shock and alarm as a single word completely filled their minds – demon hunter!

Hatchet was not immune to the surprise.

In that brief interval…

Three arrows condensed from the grit that choked the air. In a V-shaped formation, they shot forth, striking their target moments later. All three passed through Hatchet’s body, carving out large and terrible wounds and sprinkling the earth with his blood.

The red-goggled bandit screamed in anger, “Hatchet!”

Hatchet impotently slammed his fist into the ground. He didn’t understand how it could end like this – his loss was too much to bear! 

Cloudhawk wasn’t finished. A plume of sand appeared above his head where it gathered into a compact tornado. With a wave of his hand, the tornado hurdled at the raiders and exploded into a blinding sandstorm. Terror took hold, and the bandits tried to flee. Their hulking mounts crashed into one another in their hurry to escape.

The sandstorm came quickly and disappeared just as fast. It left chaos in its wake, and though no one died, the bandits had been routed.

A hoarse voice rasped above the din, “Fuck off!”

The bandit leader was conflicted. His henchmen looked to him for guidance, for they did not wish to act rashly either and were waiting for him to make the right decision. In the end, his face sank. A decision had been reached, one he could hardly stomach but was still unavoidable.

“We didn’t expect a bunch of mongrels to be traveling with a demon hunter. The Highwaymen did not mean to offend. We apologize.” The bandits turned away from the caravan back towards the expansive landscape. Their ringleader waved them off with a flourish, “Let’s go!”

The raiders left without bothering them any further.

Bandits weren’t known for their intelligence, but they were familiar with demon hunters. No one knew how strong the masked man actually was, but they suspected several hundred bandits would be enough to do him in. The real question was…. how would they deal with the consequences of their decision to rob and murder a member of that holy order?

Borderlands or not, the influence of the holy city was far-reaching. If word spread that bandits had killed a demon hunter, the whole area would be flooded with his companions out looking for blood. The Highwaymen might as well say their farewells if that happened.

For the promise of some piddling cargo, the reward wasn’t worth their lives.

The Highwayman’s vice chief had simply weighed the pros and cons. It wasn’t a difficult decision. Retreating was the right call.

Once the raiders were far enough away, Cloudhawk started to sway. He fell to the ground once again.

“Doctor! Doctor! Come quick!”

Bloomnettle’s people didn’t dare give Cloudhawk the cold shoulder now. They practically fell over themselves to help get him back on a cart. The doctor arrived quickly, and when she looked him over, she discovered that his chest piece had been cracked. Luckily, Skycloud armor was extraordinary at both absorbing and diffusing impact force. Otherwise, Cloudhawk’s ribs would have been shattered into pieces.

When they removed his armor, they discovered the yellow brass-bound book hidden in the folds of his clothing. Surprise followed as they witnessed its beautifully carved surface undulating as though it were showing a real vision of the desert. None of them knew what it was, or in fact, had seen anything like it. However, it didn’t take experience to realize it had to be one of the mighty demon hunter’s relics.

And what a strange relic it was. They were from the holy city. Why hadn’t they ever heard of something like this?

Cloudhawk’s condition was not serious. He had been weak from the start, but his impressive armor was enough to stop Hatchet’s attacks from causing much damage. His loss of consciousness this time was partly caused by his weakened constitution and partly caused by the strain from galvanizing the Gospel of the Sand’s power. The combined burden was too much so he passed out. But, he recovered his faculties quickly.

“I had no idea… an honorable demon hunter.” Old Thistle’s opinion of Cloudhawk had changed dramatically. He was now far more respectful and humble. “Why are you clothed like a soldier?”

A demon hunter’s prestige was lofty. A typical soldier didn’t command half the respect of their kind.

Of course, Cloudhawk couldn’t tell him the truth. His mind churned, looking for an answer as he considered the situation. They were dressed as Elysians, he noted. Meanwhile, Cloudhawk – certainly no demon hunter – was clad in armor taken from the bodies of soldiers he’d slain. He couldn’t let them know, and he had to be careful of what he said lest they grow suspicious.

After all, it’d been ten days since the battle out in the wastelands.

Those soldiers and demon hunters must have gotten back to the holy city by now. If he was careless with his words, they might discover his secret. For now, he maintained a grim and stoic demeanor, refusing to speak a single word. His response was to pull forth a small token and hold it up for all to see.

Several of those gathered recognized it.

“A mark of the High Order!”

Cloudhawk’s token was held by the highest ranks of the demon hunters. There were very few number individuals in all of Skycloud who held one of those. They were closely-held badges of rank, a sign of privilege and rank. He would only be holding it if he was a trusted officer of the holy order. As for whether one could kill a demon hunter and steal it? The notion was laughable. Besides the fact that killing a master demon hunter was a herculean task, the patterns etched on its surface would disappear the moment its owner died. Killing a demon hunter for his token would achieve nothing.

When he saw their reaction, Cloudhawk knew they were convinced. “This has been entrusted to me by an honorable demon hunter. My mission is to make my way to Skycloud, where I am to meet with the castellan. I am hoping you might be able to help me achieve that mission.”

Old Thistle, Squall, and the doctor all immediately knelt before him.

Seeing a mark of the high order was an extraordinary thing. If this had something to do with the demon kin, the matter was graver than they could even begin to imagine.

And what were demons? Children of the holy city as young as three knew the answer – they were the mortal enemies of all who lived in the territory of the gods. They were the only creatures in all the world capable of standing against the mighty deities. The Order of the Demon hunters was first established to battle these fiends and had existed for over a thousand years to serve that purpose.

The people of Bloomnettle Company were commoners. What experience did they have in such matters?


4 / Family


In the holy city, the demon hunters were an honorable and prestigious group. Their organization dated back at least a couple thousand years. Back during the fall of civilization, the entire world had fallen to catastrophe. Demons infiltrated the lands of men and massacred the humans with their mysterious powers. In a very short period of time, the entire species was almost completely wiped out.

Then, their arch-rivals arrived just in time.

The gods appeared and saved humanity from the fires of extinction at the last minute. Yet, the pitiful humans could not seek protection beneath the wings of their benefactors forever. In order for humans to survive, the gods chose the most talented men and women and bestowed upon them great powers. From then on, these beneficiaries were known collectively as demon hunters.

After more than a thousand years, the gods returned to the ether, and the demons absconded into the deepest pits of the world. Humanity persisted and recuperated. Over time, the demon hunters perfected their craft and became the greatest protectors of the holy lands.

For this reason, demon hunters were revered, worshipped as the representatives of the gods themselves. After all, they were capable of performing miracles and other supernatural feats.

However, the people of Bloomnettle Company were deluding themselves. Yes, Cloudhawk could command powers like the demon hunters, but he was not one of them. He was different from those noble people. Cloudhawk did not hold them – or even their illustrious gods – in such high esteem. Instead, he found them all suspect.

Of course, Old Thistle and the others didn’t know his secret thoughts. If they did, the shock might very well kill them.

Letting them believe he was a demon hunter was convenient. Cloudhawk wasn’t foolish enough to deprive himself of this advantage. The token in his possession would make any Elysian commoner fall over himself to do whatever he asked.

According to this token, he wasn’t just a demon hunter. His business had something to do with the most elite of the order and deserved the utmost respect. His mission must be critically important. Otherwise, he would not bear the token.

Old Thistle was a merchant and knew business well enough to know this was a once-in-a-lifetime opportunity. He was old, but the young man in his care was in the prime of his life. If he could befriend a demon hunter – hell, maybe even be noticed by a master demon hunter – then Squall’s future road would be much smoother.

“Please, how may we be of service?”

“None of this is necessary. Everyone stand up.”

Cloudhawk didn’t know what all this kneeling was about. More than once, he’d contradicted and argued with the token’s owner. How would they react if she showed up before them herself?

Suddenly, he started to feel his injuries.

He held his chest and coughed. “I need to get to the holy territories, Skycloud. If you really want to help… then I need a map and some supplies.”

Old Thistle looked him over. “It’s a long journey all the way to Skycloud, and the noble demon hunter is weak. As far as I see it, you should remain with our company for a time. It just so happens that our cargo is bound for your destination. The way will be much easier if you ride there on one of our carts.”

He was right. It was the best plan. Cloudhawk didn’t know where Skycloud was. He wouldn’t even know it even if he found it. Their rules, customs, or even how to enter the holy domain… he didn’t know any of it.

Cloudhawk didn’t ask them any of this. It would be suspicious if an illustrious demon hunter didn’t even know what Skycloud looked like. His new companions were eager to help, and there was no reason to turn them down.

Meanwhile, Old Thistle was running through the arithmetic in his head. This kid was probably a master demon hunter’s apprentice who agreed to go with him on an important mission into the wastelands. Perhaps they discovered something about the demon kin, something so important that the master demon hunter continued on and ordered the young man to bring his token back and give a report.

It would explain why this young man had such a precious item in his possession.

Of course, it was only a guess. He had no way to verify whether or not it was correct. If it did involve the demons, then whatever information the young man had was certainly confidential. Trying to satisfy his curiosity would only lead to problems. Old Thistle was old enough to know his limits.

As though thinking of something, the old merchant turned to Asha huddled nearby. “This is…”

“… A wastelander, but she’s helped me in many ways,” Cloudhawk hurriedly replied. “I’m bringing her with me to the holy territories.”

“Ah? How is that proper?” It was the doctor who blurted out the question before Old Thistle could voice his opinion. “She’s a wastelander. We have no authority to do this. Bringing an outsider into the holy territories goes against Skycloud’s rules! We would be charged with tarnishing the holy domain. We’d be killed!”

Cloudhawk scowled. Was it that serious? It was worse than he thought!

If his ruse was discovered, these merchants would be implicated. He began to go over his options. How could he enter Skycloud without potentially getting other people in trouble?

“How about this?” Old Thistle saw the concern on Cloudhawk’s face. He wasn’t one to make trouble, but he offered an alternative anyway. “We have no right to bring her into the holy territories, but we can arrange for her to settle somewhere safe in the borderlands. For a wastelander, this is the best that she can hope for.”

“Where?” Cloudhawk asked.

“The Sandbar is the most stable settlement in the area. It’s got to be at least ten times better than wherever she came from. More importantly, there aren’t any restrictions against wastelanders. She’ll be safe there.”

Cloudhawk did not like the idea. It had been a struggle to get Asha out of the deserts. He couldn’t just leave her out here on the outskirts with no way to defend herself.

“As I’m sure you know, young master, wastelanders are given no respect in Skycloud. The Sandbar isn’t as safe as the holy territories but does benefit from its influence. It isn’t anywhere as lawless as the other settlements out here. I have friends there who could look after her.”

“I’m not going to the holy territories!”

Cloudhawk hadn’t made a decision, but Asha took a step forward and made one herself.

This frail and delicate young beauty looked at them with firm resolution. Many nights on their journey here, she’d awakened from terrible nightmares, and every time she thought about the Elysian lands, her whole body would break out in a cold sweat. She was haunted by the demons in her dreams, terrible images she would never be able to forget.

Cloudhawk looked at her, and she looked back. Inwardly, he sighed. The trauma she’d experienced ran deep. She would likely never see an Elysian through the lens of anything but hatred and fear. No benefit would come from crossing over into the holy territories, not as far as she was concerned. He had no choice but to shut his eyes and respond in gentle agreement, “So be it.”

At least everyone would get what they wanted.

Old Thistle cast a glance to the young man by his side. “Squall will be responsible for anything you need, honorable demon hunter. Please do not hesitate to trouble him for the slightest request. And you, child, take this opportunity to seek advice from our guest.”

It was easy to guess the old man’s relationship with his young charge.

Demon hunters were an arrogant group, while borderland merchants were low on the social totem pole. Even the richest businessmen couldn’t buy their favor. However, since they were in a position to help each other, it was a rare opportunity for his charge to learn from a real warrior. He couldn’t let it pass them by.

The merchant company continued on its way.

Cloudhawk, Asha, and Squall traveled in an emptied horse-drawn cart. Looking his young host over, Cloudhawk spied a strange tattoo on his chest.

“Heh, weird right? Truth is it surprised me too. Old Thistle says I had it when he adopted me, something having to do with my family. That’s about all I know.” Squall sat cross-legged in the middle of the cart. “We haven’t been properly introduced. My name is Squall Rover! I’m older than you, but you can just call me Squall.” [1]

Squall did not give them the same rigid, intractable impression most Elysians let off. On the contrary, he was lighthearted, playful, and easygoing. Compared to his respectful but cunning caretaker, Cloudhawk liked Squall quite a bit more.

He pressed for more information. “You were adopted?”

“Yup, I’m an orphan. My home was destroyed by demon kin. I was still a baby, so I can’t really remember anything about the place or my family. Old Thistle found me before I starved and saved me. Over the last fifteen years, he’s taught me to read and write and even helped me get selected by the demon hunters. He’s just the same as a real father.”

There were demons even in the Elysian lands?

Cloudhawk really wanted to ask that question, but he felt it would risk his cover. You’re a demon hunter, but you don’t even know where demons live? Cloudhawk decided to speak as little as possible to keep his identity from being exposed. After all, he who spoke often erred much.

Squall, conversely, was quite the chatterbox. His eyes gleamed as he went on. “Hey, brother, you know I honestly envy you. You get to meet the governor face to face. You know he’s an idol of mine. I’d give five years of my life to say two sentences to him.”

“Why’s that?”

“Do I need a reason?” He didn’t understand why Cloudhawk would ask such a question. “Master Arcturus Cloude’s name rings across the heavens. There isn’t a person in Skycloud City who doesn’t know his name!”

That’s his name? Arcturus Cloude?

Squall had called him “Master.” That could only mean one thing. The governor was also a demon hunter. About the only thing Cloudhawk knew about master demon hunters was that they could face a demon one on one.

He’d learned about the strength of a demon hunter while out in the wilds. They had the strength of a thousand men!

“Besides that, the Cloude clan has always led the demon hunters of Skycloud! They have a thousand-year history, and the legends say they stood with the gods against the demons in the great war!” Full of adoration, Squall went on, “From their inception to this day, they’ve never been beaten. Master Arcturus, Master Baldur, and Master Sterling are three brothers of the Cloude clan who represent their exceptional family – and all of Skycloud! One is the Governor. One was the former Knight-Commander of the Order of Demon Hunters. And one was the Grand Marshal of the demon hunter army brigades. Such a pity…”

“What pity?”

“The only brother left is Master Arcturus. Master Sterling abdicated his position many years ago due to injury. He hasn’t been seen or heard from in a long time. And Master Baldur… a year and a half ago, he entered a nest of demon kin and was killed. They tried to keep it quiet, but word got out. What, you didn’t know this?”

“Of course I do.” Cloudhawk closed his eyes and leaned back, the picture of casual indifference. “Master Baldur had a daughter, didn’t he?”

“Yes, that’s right!” Squall was so full of excitement that he slapped the floor and rose to his feet. “Master Baldur was killed, but his daughter is something else! She’s the most incredible talent in a hundred years. No one’s seen her face, but they say she’s absolutely brilliant and is a beauty that could topple cities. She’s widely considered to be the successor who will one day lead the demon hunters.”

1. In Chinese, they call him ‘Little Wind’, which sounds like a euphemism for a fart. The “little” is common in Chinese and is used in reference to people who are younger than you that you have a good relationship with.


5 / A Surprising Action


The former Knight-Commander of the Order of Demon Hunters was Governor Arcturus’s younger brother and had only one daughter. If Cloudhawk couldn’t use this information to guess the rest, he would need to have his brain checked.

He fiddled with the token, passing it between his hands.

A face so beautiful that it could almost be called superhuman appeared before his eyes. Now he understood how important her gift was. She’d given it to him like it was no big deal.

Cloudhawk’s immature face slipped into a solemn expression. He didn’t know how many wastelands there were or how many holy cities existed throughout the Elysian lands, but Skycloud was the only one within hundreds of kilometers.

It sat at the heart of the Elysian lands and was one of its most prosperous and bustling cities. It was packed with people and was the business, authoritative, and ideological capital of the realm. The illustrious family that ran it had a background and ability that was hard to fathom. Between a Knight-Commander and a Grand Marshall, they commanded the full might of the demon hunters in Skycloud.

The daughter of this mighty master demon hunter possessed such stunning beauty and a marvelous bloodline. What’s more, she was the most talented member of the family to emerge in hundreds of years. Since birth, she’d carried the hopes and expectations of a brilliant future on her shoulders. If she’d remained on her set path, she would very likely have taken the governor’s place when she was old enough.

Why would she go against the wishes of her family?

Why would she betray the laws of her order?

Why would she take such a risk and venture into the wastelands alone?

Whatever. Thinking about it won’t serve any purpose. Nothing to do with me. All I want is some money, safety, and a nice place to call home. All this battle between good and evil shit can sort itself out without involving me!

In this era, moral integrity was a luxury. The rise and fall of the times? Saving the world and helping others? Fuck all that noise.

Heroes can go do all of that shit. If the world was counting on him, it was in for some disappointment. Cloudhawk’s plan was simple: sneak into the holy territories, meet the governor, get some money and maybe a small official position after showing his proof of conquest, and then live out his days in comfort. Right, maybe he’ll also hire a few pretty handmaids. That sounded good to him.

Night fell on the third day of their journey.

The single-horned horses that pulled the cart began to slow, and the gentle sway of the cart eased. When Squall climbed on, he saw that Cloudhawk and Asha were already asleep.

One could tell their experiences by how the two slept. Cloudhawk was curled up in a corner so he couldn’t be attacked from behind. If something were to happen, he could respond immediately. Asha slept like the dead, face up without a care in the world.

Squall reached out his arm.

Cloudhawk was up in a flash, and his left hand had grabbed Squall by the wrist before the guy knew what was happening. His right hand whipped around with a dagger already in his grip, the tip pointed at Squall’s throat. It happened in less time than it took to blink. It was done with no thinking and no hesitation, just instinct.

“Hold on!” Squall cried out in alarm. “Man, you’re way too vigilant.”

“It’s you? How come I didn’t hear you coming?” He peered through the dark and saw that it was Squall. With his brows knit, he retracted the dagger. “I thought someone was up to no good. Pay attention next time. Sneak up on me in the middle of the night again, and I don’t know what’ll happen.”

Squall had never seen anyone with reaction times like Cloudhawk’s. It wasn’t a skill you could train. It was a habit honed from having lived in dangerous situations for a long time. He slept so lightly that the wind moving a blade of grass would trigger his defensive reaction.

Squall and Cloudhawk had roughly the same amount of training, but Cloudhawk had far more experience. If they ever really had to fight, Squall would be no match for him. Besides, Cloudhawk had the power of the demon hunters!

Their talking awakened Asha. She rubbed her eyes and stared blankly at the pair. “Have we arrived?”

She was pure-hearted. She’d lived through the trauma and terror of being enslaved and had watched as her adopted father was viciously murdered. However, she was still just a young girl. She didn’t know anything about fighting.

The first glimmer of dawn’s light peeked over the horizon. A moist and chilly wind rolled over the barren landscape, a cold breeze to dispel the fog of sleep. It was refreshing.

Cloudhawk removed his armor, setting it and his weapon aside. The Sandbar wasn’t really part of the holy territories, but it was still likely he’d come across Elysians. The armor was too conspicuous, and his cover was too flimsy. He was going to have to give up the fancy equipment to avoid other problems.

An Elysian elixir from the doctor had enhanced his natural healing abilities, so Cloudhawk’s wounds were basically healed. At least, they weren’t going to stop him from getting around.

The Sandbar was brilliantly lit but not by electric lights.

Anything having to do with the bygone era, including electric lights, gas, guns… all of that was very difficult to find here. The followers of the gods believed that ancient man was the architect of his own destruction by relying on these evil tools. Their proof was the fact that mankind’s knowledge grew out of control in the latter days of its reign. Ultimately, the world ended because of it.

Endless hunger was what led to mankind’s downfall. When desire grew out of control, progress would halt. There would be only two paths remaining: left or right. Both led to the depths of hell.

The faithful were steadfast in this belief.

As such, anywhere where Elysians could be found was bereft of these old technologies. The Sandbar might have been out here in the borderlands, but it saw many merchant caravans from the holy territories as well as demon hunters passing through on missions. Therefore, they obeyed this strict Elysian policy.

The settlement’s scale was enormous. It was built within a semi-circular structure left over from the ancient days. There was no giant gate or guarded entry because out here, the denizens didn’t need to worry about roving bands of mutated monsters. There was no threat of destruction by sweeper raids. As such, defenses were lax.

This was a special place whether you were coming from the holy territories or the wastelands.

The rampant tyranny of Elysian justice wasn’t a threat to wastelanders here. Likewise, Elysians weren’t as constrained by the demands of Skycloud law and lived out here without a master. In fact, the Sandbar didn’t even have a leader. Talented men and women were hidden throughout the sanctuary, and their presence alone maintained a lasting peace. No one dared to upend the balance, so things had stayed stable.

Cloudhawk followed the caravan into the settlement.

This place was obviously very different from other settlements of the wastelands. Its construction was similarly crude, but from time to time, Cloudhawk spied merchants like Old Thistle milling around or soldiers from the holy lands going about their various missions. Sprinkled among the crumbling buildings were also a few elegant skyscrapers. Elysian-style masterpieces, Cloudhawk assumed.

Old Thistle suddenly stopped thumbing the beads of the bracelet he always carried.

“Stop! Everyone, stop where you are!”

“Who are you? Do you have your papers? Present them immediately!”

A group of ten or so Elysian soldiers blocked their path. Their armor was that familiar chiseled jade that glinted in the torchlight. They carried long bows as they hurriedly marched their way.

Old Thistle was puzzled by their appearance. He’d never been stopped before, but something did seem different about the Sandbar this time. But, suspicious or not, Old Thistle didn’t dare ignore the soldiers’ demands. He ordered his people to produce several pieces of proof concerning their identities and purpose.

A few of the soldiers pored over their documents while the others searched the carts, weapons in hand. Each cart was carefully searched. They even went as far as opening and unpacking their cargo to check for contraband.

“You two, your identification?”

The guard captain used his bow to point at Cloudhawk and Asha. A few of the other soldiers began to gather closer. They looked different from the other members of the caravan, so they weren’t merchants.

“Who are you? Speak up!” The portly guard captain stood tall and threateningly before them. Cloudhawk didn’t react, but Asha shuffled back a few steps. Seeing her reaction, the guard captain’s eyes glinted malevolently. “You’re acting suspiciously. Arrest them!”

Old Thistle hadn’t seen this coming. The Sandbar wasn’t part of Elysian territory. They weren’t supposed to have troops stationed here, much less soldiers inspecting people at the entrance. If they went around arresting anyone they thought suspicious, there wouldn’t be anyone left in the settlement.

“Come now, don’t be hasty.” Old Thistle thumbed the beads in his left hand while amicably pleading with them. “There’s nothing suspicious about my new recruits. I can vouch for them.”

“New recruits? The Skycloud army has suffered a defeat out in the wastes. Lord Augustus Glory was injured and still hasn’t awakened. Only three of the demon hunters that went with them still live. Skycloud is in chaos! Damn merchants… the only thing you care about is money.  Pagh! You actually have the balls to take on new recruits at a time like this? Careful that you don’t end up wiped out! Do you hear me?!” The anger in his voice was fevered and out of control. “Now, get out of the way!”

The soldiers lifted their weapons and pointed them at Old Thistle. Bowstrings were drawn back, ready to fire.

Old Thistle could feel the murderous intent emanating from these men. Even a man with his turbulent past shuddered at the scene, yet he still faced them with as much calm as he could muster. He didn’t know what to do. He couldn’t offend this man, but he couldn’t rashly reveal the identity of his stowaways either.

“Move aside.”

Cloudhawk spoke from behind in a low voice. Old Thistle let loose a shaky sigh.

Leaving this sort of thing to the honorable demon hunter was best. He was afraid that he might speak out of turn or say something improper. After all, the business of the demon hunters – especially one with a master’s token – was more important than he had any right to get involved in.

When Asha saw the Skycloud soldiers, she was so frightened that her legs turned to jelly. She could barely stand.

It was a fear she could not control, like a volcano erupting in the depths of her heart. In an instant, it overcame her fragile will, and she was struggling against the urge to run. However, despite being young, Asha knew the way of these men. If she tried to run now, she wouldn’t get three paces away before they killed her with their bows.

Cloudhawk reached out and placed a hand on her shoulder. The sound of his voice was strange through the mask. “Don’t be afraid. I’m here.”

Just hearing his assurances eased her terror, but it was followed quickly by a bitter pain. She tightly pursed her lips while tears glistened in her eyes. It took all she had not to let them fall. She was such a sad and delicate thing. Even the most hard-hearted man couldn’t bear to harm her.

However, the fat man was an exception. He just looked at them with hard, soulless eyes. “Arrest them. Then, question them under torture.”

Cloudhawk’s eyes narrowed ever so slightly, glaring through the mask. The commotion had already attracted a group of spectators who stared and pointed at the scene. They looked like locals.

Good.

Maybe now was the time to send a message. Asha was so scared of Elysians and soldiers in particular. This was a new place, and she was an outsider. He couldn’t guarantee that she wouldn’t be bullied or molested.

Cloudhawk decided something had to be done, not just to help Asha shed her fear but also to make sure she wasn’t taken advantage of.

Two of the soldiers closed in. As they reached forward to tie them up, the unexpected happened.

Cloudhawk’s fist plowed into the first guard’s face.

His nose folded as the bone broke. Clutching his face, the unfortunate man wailed and fell backwards.

Cloudhawk immediately moved on to the second. His foot shot out and caught the man square in his crotch, which elicited a shrill squeal.

Both men hit the ground crying at the same time. The young outsider’s flurry of attacks stunned everyone, not just the fat guard captain. Old Thistle, Squall, and the onlookers all stared in open astonishment. It was a scene that was absolutely unthinkable.

This guy was crazy! He was beating on Skycloud soldiers, in public no less! Didn’t he know they would burn him at the stake for this?

The guard captain and the rest of his cronies gaped for a moment, hardly able to comprehend what they were seeing. When it dawned on him that it was real, the fat man snapped back to reality and shouted, “Kill them!”

But, the cry caught in his throat.

Sand around Cloudhawk had stirred, coiling up his arm and coalescing into a brawny limb of gravel. Coarse fingers closed around the captain’s throat and lifted him clear off the ground.

“Demon hunter!”

The rest of the guards stared in dumb amazement.


6 / The Bar Owner


It was incredible that this young man, with his ragged clothing and strange mask, was one of the renowned demon hunters!

When it was clear Cloudhawk had powers, the guards were not cowed. In fact, they dropped into combat posture, ready to fight.

“Bastard! Release our captain!”

“We are devoted soldiers of the gods! You’re a demon hunter. You have no reason to attack us!”

This was the quality of the holy territories’ warriors. In their eyes, faith and obligation were of the highest moral status. They weren’t going to grovel simply because Cloudhawk showed his teeth, even if it was a mistake that would cost them their lives. Everything came down to their responsibility.

Cloudhawk’s willpower was not strong so he could not summon the power of the Gospel of Sand for long. The sandy arm holding up the fat captain crumbled away to dust, and he hit the ground gasping. Cloudhawk didn’t wait for the captain to regain his voice. He fished the token from his clothes and held it high for everyone to see.

“A token of the high order!”

Everyone’s countenance changed, the captain included.

“I am on a secret mission. Do you realize that my identity has been compromised because of your stupidity?!” Cloudhawk’s loud call was full of pretention and harsh rebuke. His mask made his voice sound all the more terrifying. “Can you afford to take responsibility for ruining the assignment?!”

The fat man’s face went as white as a sheet. He fell to his knees, as did the others who did not realize the severity of their offense.

They were just average soldiers, and though they’d seen demon hunters they’d never really interacted with one. Now the one before them bore the token of their most elite and they were responsible for revealing his status to everyone – putting a mission in danger. One might imagine how terrible the realization was for them.

“Your humble servant is at fault! The sin is mine!” The fat man’s moon-like face was dripping with sweat. He even went so far as to throw himself to the ground in a submissive bow. “Your servant is blind. I made a senseless mistake! I humbly beg for mercy!”

The others, seeing their captain acknowledge the mistake, had to follow suit. They too bowed and scraped pathetically.

Cloudhawk pointed at the girl beside him. “She is an important part of this task. You have frightened her, a fact that may have caused irreparable damage to my mission. Apologize and we’ll consider the matter settled.”

“S-sir…”

The fat captain and his people uncertainly looked at one another. Both in bearing and in appearance, it was clear that this girl was no Elysian. Asking them to apologize to a denizen of the borderlands, perhaps even the wastelands; was that not going too far?

Cloudhawk was clearly displeased that he had to speak further. “What’s wrong? You seem reluctant? Should I apologize to her instead?”

“N-no sir, we wouldn’t dare trouble you!” Under threat of retaliation from this frail young man, the guard captain turned to Asha and bowed respectfully. “I’m very sorry. I hope you can forgive me.”

The ten or so other soldiers followed his lead. They knelt or bowed before her. “Please forgive us!”

Witnessing these mighty soldiers kneeling before her, bowing and begging for absolution, Asha could no longer hold her tears back. She knew it was Cloudhawk’s attempt to help ease the pain and fear inside her.

Old Thistle and the others were absolutely stunned at Cloudhawk’s actions. The old man didn’t know what Asha’s relationship with the young demon hunter was. He would actually humiliate Skycloud soldiers for her.

What a badass! Squall looked at Cloudhawk in adoration. We’ve been together for two days, and I would never have guessed he had this side to him! I’m glad he’s a friend of mine!

Cloudhawk decided to quit while he was ahead. He didn’t want to push these men further than he already had. After all, he’d come to learn how much pride these Elysians had. If he brought them any lower, their ego might make them too angry to control.

“Very well. Then, the matter ends here. I won’t hold it against you. Rise.”

The captain and his men rose from the ground as though relieved of a heavy burden. Suddenly, the pudgy man’s attitude was completely different, and due to the embarrassment of the situation, he vigorously shook Cloudhawk’s hand. “If you need any help, noble sir, your humble servant will do whatever is required!”

“For now, we need nothing. Get out of the way.”

“But sir –“

“Clear off!”

“Yes, sir!”

With a bitter expression, the captain retracted his hand. The other guards parted to let the caravan through.

Cloudhawk led the Bloomnettle Company and Asha past a hundred pairs of eyes and into the Sandbar, swaggering through the gate like he owned the place.

Old Thistle had gone from anxious to surprised to excited. His merchant caravan only had an average reputation here in the borderlands, but now, with a high ranking demon hunter leading them into town, their name would be on everyone’s lips. Bandits and their competition wouldn’t dare mess with them now!

No one understood why Cloudhawk had done what he did, but it was nonetheless beneficial to the caravan.

Could Old Thistle be displeased with a situation like this? He could stride through the Sandbar with his head held high!

Squall trotted over to Asha and Cloudhawk. He started with a few comforting words for Asha before speaking to his new best friend. “Man, that was something else. You were an absolute badass! No one’s ever dared stand up to Skycloud soldiers before, much less make them apologize. You’re my idol. I’d be proud if I could be half as awesome as you in the future.”

“This is nothing.” Cloudhawk slowly shook his head. “Where are we headed?”

Squall reassured him. “Don’t worry. Old Thistle’s gonna bring you to meet a strange character, one of the most capable people in the settlement. If he agrees to look after Asha, no one in the Sandbar would ever even think of messing with her!”

Squall really was an easygoing sort that didn’t take things seriously, but Cloudhawk could tell he’d taken a liking to Asha. He believed the guy’s assurances.

After arranging for the caravan’s carts, Old Thistle led Asha, Cloudhawk, and Squall into Sandbar Outpost’s largest drinking establishment. Although it was still early, the tavern already had a fair number of patrons, most of them transients resting before they went on their way. When they saw Cloudhawk enter, they started muttering among themselves. Presumably a few had witnessed his display outside.

The furniture was all steel plating and riveted metal, thick and unyielding. Space-wise, the bar was large, with two floors that included a boxing ring and gambling tables. People of all sorts occupied seats both in the common room and in the private chambers.

“Adder. It’s been a long time.”

Old Thistle called out to a large, burly man clad in a black leather trench coat. His skin was dark like coal, and a three-pronged scar traced angry lines over his left eye. He was average looking, but something about him really left an impression.

“Well, well, if it isn’t Old Thistle. Judging from that shit-eating grin on your face, I’m guessing you had a good haul?”

Adder lifted his head to acknowledge his friend, but his eyes quickly fell upon Cloudhawk.

When those eyes fixed on him, Cloudhawk’s easy gait froze. Adder’s gaze felt as deadly as his namesake, and it tickled at his highly-tuned danger-sense. Ever since crossing into the borderlands, there were no more than three people he’d met who made him feel this way.

This man was extremely dangerous! Who was he? He was certainly no simple bar owner.

Adder withdrew his gaze. Inwardly he praised the young man’s keen perception. He couldn’t read him either.

Old Thistle, meanwhile, didn’t catch these small details. The wrinkles spreading across his face drew together as he frowned dramatically. “What? No, nothing like the success you enjoy, Boss Adder! I manage to make ends meet. That’s all. But, I won’t keep you in suspense. The reason I’ve come by is to ask for your help.”

Adder casually resumed cleaning glasses with a dingy towel. “Out with it then.”

Squall took the initiative and brought Asha closer.

Old Thistle pointed at her. “I was hoping you could look after this girl, get her set up here in the Sandbar. At least help make sure she doesn’t get bothered by the locals. I figured, for someone like you, it wouldn’t require much more effort than lifting a finger.”

As he spoke, the old man placed a bag of coins on the bar top. The heavy sound of coins clinking together left no question as to its contents. “I know the rules of business. I was hoping Boss Adder could show this humble old man some face and help out.”

“I like money, but I don’t need any.” Adder reached out his calloused hand and pushed the bag back toward Old Thistle. “The bar needs a server. The job’s hers if she wants it. This is a trifling favor. I don’t think it’s necessary to charge you anything for it. But, there is something you might be able to help me with.”

On the surface, Adder was just your typical bar owner. However, in truth, he was a man of great influence. Give him enough money and there was little he couldn’t accomplish.

He wasn’t lying when he said he had a fondness for money. He was not one to let a good deal pass him by. What did he want now?

Old Thistle cautiously ventured to ask, “What do you want me to do?”

“Not you.” Adder placed the dried beer glass back on the shelf. When he looked back, his eyes once again fixed on Cloudhawk. “This young fellow over here.”

What? Cloudhawk?!

Old Thistle couldn’t promise anything. He looked searchingly toward the young demon hunter.

Cloudhawk replied, “Old Thistle, can this man be trusted?”

“Adder is very well respected in the Sandbar. He always keeps his promises-”

He cut the old man off. “Alright, go on then. What do you want me to do?”

Adder looked pleased with his decision. “We shouldn’t speak here. Come with me.”

Cloudhawk followed him into his office.

Adder’s personal room was large and filled with dazzling treasures, from magnificent works of Skycloud craftsmanship like blades and armor to restricted contraband like machine guns. There must have been hundreds of pieces in his collection.

Was this guy a hoarder? Almost every item in here was a priceless treasure.

More importantly, he brazenly kept it all here without fear that someone would steal them. It gave Cloudhawk some idea of his abilities if he was this confident!

Adder lifted his hand and snapped his fingers. It was his only visible motion, and yet, a delicate golden kettle in the middle of the room responded. A fine sand-like substance poured from the spout. It was extremely agile, flowing around like gravity didn’t apply to it. Fine powder floated through the air in all directions until it hung across the ceiling like golden clouds. Whatever it was, it shone with a gentle yet bright light that immediately lit up Adder’s vault.

The strangest part was that the light hung over everything like a fog until it seemed to be coming from everywhere at once.

Cloudhawk stared in awe at the luminescent clouds. “This is…”

“… a typical magic lamp. It is the most common means of light in the Elysian lands, much more useful than the electric lights of the wastelands.” Adder’s deep eyes glinted with a mischievous light. He looked at Cloudhawk and chuckled. “I was right. You are no Elysian, and your demon hunter guise is a lie. As for that token you hold, you didn’t get that through any legitimate means.”

Cloudhawk felt like he had suddenly been drenched with ice water. A bone-deep chill permeated his whole body.

Cloudhawk knew that he’d been caught. The consequences would be serious. His relics and the token he held were priceless, and this Adder guy had a thirst for trinkets. Things had suddenly gotten very dangerous.


7 / Barb


Cloudhawk was furious with himself. Why was his stupid mouth getting him in so much trouble?

It was too late. His identity was blown. There was no time for regrets.

Cloudhawk did not immediately confirm or deny the bar owner’s accusation. Instead, he fixed Adder with a composed stare. Rather, he looked at the ring on the man’s finger. “That’s a relic, yes? How interesting that a demon hunter would be out here pretending to be a simple barkeep, with a personal treasure trove no less. If you aren’t careful, the news might get out. There could be trouble. Or maybe I’m wrong. Maybe you aren’t a demon hunter. In that case, I wonder how the Skycloud soldiers would react to the news that someone outside of the order was hoarding relics. I’m guessing not well.”

Adder narrowed his eyes. They glinted with a murderous light.

All of a sudden Cloudhawk felt a gripping cold overcome him. It started at his legs and then moved up his waist, arms, and all the way up to his throat. It felt like a poison was working its way through his bloodstream. But, it wasn’t. It was an illusion borne from Adder’s savage glare.

What a terrifying sensation!

Cloudhawk had never experienced such intense pressure before. It made every hair on his body stand on end. He was frozen in place. He couldn’t move even if Adder lunged at him. Cloudhawk didn’t even approach the level of power this strange man had.

Adder couldn’t read the boy before him. He wasn’t a weakling, for most people cowered the moment his eyes fixed on them. He was a wastelander but was also able to use relics. A wastelander in possession of a demon hunter token. It was strange, to say the least.

Interesting. Very interesting.

“I mean to say that identity isn’t important.” Cloudhawk was having trouble controlling his voice. In a rare moment of fragility, his voice quavered. However, his mask concealed both the look on his face and the fear in his voice. Thankfully it made him inscrutable and hid Cloudhawk’s true discomfort. “Now, out with it. What do you want from me?”

“Smart man. I like clever lads like you. Keeps me from having to make a mess.” Adder opened a box nestled in the corner of his vault and lifted a stack of portraits from within. “It’s simple. There are a few rebels hiding out here in the Sandbar. They have a secret stronghold where they’re plotting to steal sensitive information from Skycloud City. Your job is to find a way to flush them out.”

“This is something you could bring to demon hunters or even soldiers. Why ask me?”

“Because they have something I want.”

“And that is?”

Adder was suddenly reluctant to say too much. “A map that is no use to you, so stop asking questions. I don’t want to reveal myself so I can’t do this personally. Do this for me and I’ll take that young woman under my protection. She’ll work here as a barmaid, and so long as I’m alive, no one will dare bother her.”

Cloudhawk leafed through the portraits.

The first was an old man with a goatee. The second was a one-armed swordsman with a large black sword on his back. The third was a hideous mass of muscle with guns at his side.

……

Cloudhawk could tell by their equipment and the way they looked that these men weren’t pushovers. He was expected to deal with them on his own, which sounded more like a suicide mission. Adder hadn’t actually mistaken him for a high-level demon hunter, had he?

“The old man is coming to my bar tonight to meet someone. He’ll have the information I want. Follow the target to his hideout and make your move, but do it quick and proper. I don’t want any suspicion coming my way.”

“I’ll need help.”

“I told you. I can’t reveal myself. I can’t take the risk of sending any of my people either. But, there is one person I can recommend.”

Cloudhawk wasn’t sure why Adder was so careful to keep to the shadows. He ran a watertight and meticulous operation, though. Just one person? No way was that enough! Cloudhawk was much weaker than Adder must have been expecting. He couldn’t take on eight people on his own! [1]

“Alright.” He thought about it for a moment before nodding. More talk wasn’t going to convince Adder to get him more help. “I’ll get what you’re after. You better keep your word.”

“I’ve never gone back on a deal.” Adder absent-mindedly fiddled with the green bone ring on his finger.

Old Thistle waited for them out in the common room of the bar, brows knit tight. He rolled the beaded bracelet through his fingers faster and faster. He had no idea what Adder wanted from the noble demon hunter, but he wasn’t going to offend either of them by involving himself. If either one found the other disagreeable, he wasn’t sure what he would do.

Asha was also struggling against her anxiety. She was afraid the barkeep would demand something outrageous. If he did, she didn’t want to stay here.

“Don’t worry, brother Cloudhawk is no ordinary man.” Squall arrogantly flipped the small ponytail dangling from his head. He spoke to Asha with an air of assurance. “He’s an exalted demon hunter, after all, and he holds a token. Nothing’s going to happen.”

Just as he spoke the words, Adder and Cloudhawk returned.

Old Thistle stopped fidgeting with the bracelet as the young demon hunter approached. Though vague, he gave enough of a summary that Old Thistle understood. Rebels, even if it hadn’t fallen in their lap, were something for a demon hunter to handle. It didn’t seem like an unreasonable request. 

Cloudhawk quickly left Adder’s bar to begin his preparations.
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Sandbar Outpost’s narrow streets were cramped with stalls and shoppers. Many were travelers who moved through the artery-like streets. Merchants on the sides hawked cheap wares of dubious origin. People were coming and going in a tight press of humanity, trying their luck and looking for good deals.

A young woman, maybe eighteen or nineteen, was pushing through the crowd. She had shoulder-length, chestnut-colored hair and a lithe and graceful body. Her skin was white. Her features were unexceptional. Tight leather outlined the swells and dips that made up her figure. Covetous eyes followed the swing of her hips as she walked by.

She’d walked to and fro a couple times already, unperturbed by the hungry eyes that followed her.

Nothing about her marked her as a merchant. Her clothes were simple, and she carried no visible weapons. In her hands were dried rations which she eyed with a gloomy countenance. What was she doing, pacing back and forth all by herself? The people who saw her could only guess.

At last, someone couldn’t hold back his curiosity. A man slunk over toward her, surrounded by a cloud of sour stink. The repugnant man grinned her way. “What’s a pretty girl like you doing here all on your lonesome, eh? You look like you could use some company.”

She wasn’t upset. On the contrary, she lit up with excitement. “You want to fuck me?”

Her response took the man by surprise. He stared at her, speechless.

She pressed him encouragingly, “If you want to fuck me, you need to be more forward. You need more courage in order to make your approach work. Otherwise, you might as well just chop your dick off. You know what I’m saying?”

“I… are you serious?”

It was evident that this was not the reaction he was expecting. Looking at the eagerness in her eyes, he couldn’t help but suspect that somehow, the way of the world had changed without him noticing. All of a sudden, even someone like him was attractive to the opposite sex.

“You up for it or not?” She was getting impatient. “Don’t waste my time!”

It was all the incentive he needed. With a nasty grin, the man reached out to grab her ass. But, just as he was about to make contact with her pert backside, he distinctly saw a harsh glint in the woman’s eyes.

Her leg shot out and struck him in the chest like a bolt of lightning.

He was not a weakling but still couldn’t escape her blow. With a wailing cry, he was knocked backward and hit the ground nearby with bone-crunching force.

What just happened?

Struggling to raise his head, the man looked at the promiscuous woman. She was looking back with a mischievous grin, and it was then he knew things weren’t going to go his way. The kick had proved she was more than he could handle.

Explaining himself didn’t even cross his mind. The man tried to scramble to his feet and escape.

“So, you disrespect me like that and just expect to run away?”

The woman soared into the air like she weighed nothing at all. Her legs, like a pair of scissors, clamped around the man’s neck and twisted. Before he could even scream, the man was flung to the ground. She followed by up by throwing a flurry of punches and kicks.

“Disrespecting a demon hunter is a capital crime. But, you didn’t do any harm and I’m a kind person, so I’m willing to show you mercy. Now, give me your money!” She gave the smelly man a cursory search and found a limpid coin purse. She fished a dozen or so copper coins from within and scowled. “This is all you got, and you expect to pick up a woman? Fuck off, you broke-ass bitch.”

She gave him another vicious stomp for good measure. The unlucky man fell unconscious with spittle dripping from the corner of his mouth.

The demon hunter threw the coins into her coin purse, and her worried expression immediately returned. At this rate, how was she ever going to get five silver coins?

Five silver coins were a pittance to a demon hunter. They made more than that on even the most basic missions. But, for a civilian or someone who’d only just earned her title like Barb [2], it was no small amount. Plus, without her exorcist rod, which was stolen by that weird barkeep, she couldn’t do any missions to buy it back!

It was a dilemma. Five silver pieces was a considerable sum.

She was strong enough that she could steal or borrow five silvers, but her pride as a demon hunter prevented that. Losing her exorcist rod was no glorious circumstance she wanted to advertise, so she decided to earn her money in a righteous and perfectly justifiable way.

Onlookers pointed at her and whispered among themselves. She was running a sting operation. So far today, she’d caught three scumbags and made them pay for their crude requests.

Barb didn’t care. Her actions were justified! If these perverts weren’t screwed in the head, they wouldn’t be propositioning her!

But, making money this way was slow going. Most of the day was gone, and she’d only managed to get about half of what she needed. She didn’t know if she’d be able to get her weapon back by tonight. Her circumstances troubled her.

Then, she heard footsteps approaching from behind. Were all men simply beasts who could only think with one head at a time?

Barb was overjoyed. Was the pervert back for another go? She pretended as though she didn’t hear him getting closer. Then, he reached out…

“Deviant! The nerve!”

Without even turning to look, she whipped around with a vicious roundhouse kick. But, her long legs hit nothing. When she spun around, she saw nothing but empty space.

That wasn’t right. She was sure she heard footsteps.

Then, a figure inexplicably appeared out of nowhere, gradually appearing before her eyes from the ether. Before she could react, a familiar three-edged staff was held before her.

“Y-you… you’re…”

“Try not to lose your staff again.”

Barb noticed that the exorcist rod pointed at her was none other than her own. She fought through her surprise to quickly snatch it back. However, she was confused. Hadn’t it been in the bar? How was this masked stranger able to take it from the mysterious owner? “What’s your name?” The masked man flashed a demon hunter token in front of her. “I have a mission I need your help with. Do you have the time?”

“A token of the high order!” In her surprise, Barb stumbled backwards. “Please give me your instruction, senior! I’ve only been a demon hunter for a month, but I’ll do anything in my power to assist you!”

Cloudhawk paused. A greenhorn. But, even a novice demon hunter was still a demon hunter. Adder’s recommendation was a good one.

1. This is the first reference to a specific number of people. I assume the stack of portraits held more than three though it was not implied.

2. In Chinese, her name is “purple water caltrop” – and that fits her personality very well. A water caltrop – or devil nut – is pretty inhospitable looking. It’s as thorny as her personality. The insides are edible. Its seed is pretty popular. I wonder if it alludes to our new demon hunter having a more appealing and agreeable personality under her uninviting shell.  Keeping in line with our goal to make these names “real”, we’ve gone with “Barb”, an abbreviation of the real name “Barbara” but also a reference to a spike/thorn.


8 / Elite Task Force


At the gate of Sandbar Outpost. A small temporary military outpost.

The fat guard captain was busy applying a poultice to one of his soldiers. The poor man’s nose had been broken from a punch so vicious that it almost caved his face in. What made it a bitter pill to swallow was that they simply had to accept it. Luckily, the punishment wasn’t serious, and with the help of Skycloud medicine, his subordinate’s nose would be healed in a couple of days.

“Captain, when are we going to be finished out here?” the soldier grumbled. “It was so hard for us to get a chance to dispatch, but we haven’t gotten anything done except to piss off someone important. It’s only gonna get worse.”

Their captain was just as gloomy.

Every Skycloud regiment was eager to prove itself, but they were still in peacetime. How were they supposed to earn achievements when there were no enemies? The captain was a naturally slow-witted fellow who was also a step behind others. That on top of his humble background made sure that there wasn’t much of a chance for him to get anywhere in life. It was an injustice to these poor guys that they were assigned under his leadership.

“It’s been a year since I’ve been back, and I have no idea what Jade is up to. Back in the village, I was third place in the military draft competition. Now, here I am. I can’t even show my face back home if I could go back.”

“Will you shut your damn mouth? I was first in my whole town!”

“Ah! Easy, Captain. Not so hard!”

The captain huffed in irritation, glowering in displeasure. And could he be blamed? Most of his soldiers were villagers before they became soldiers, the pride of their small homesteads. None of them figured they would end up as scrubs after joining the illustrious Skycloud military. For him, it’d been a full three years since he’d been home, and every time he wrote to his mother, it was hard to find things to brag about. If his mom knew what her fine boy had really become, he didn’t want to think of how disappointed she’d be.

He wasn’t going home, not without some honor to show for it. That was the truth of life for a soldier.

But when? When would he be able to lift his head with pride?

“C-c-c-captain!” A lanky soldier practically fell over himself as he raced toward him. He was simultaneously trying to stop his helmet from falling off his head and to keep his panic under control. “The demon hunter from this morning is back!”

The captain went white as a sheet.

What was he doing back here? Was he not satisfied with the beating he’d already given them? Had he come back to teach them another lesson?!

His dull wits were still mulling over the dark possibilities when he saw the short, masked tyrant saunter into view. His hoarse and unsettling voice got right to the point. “Fatty, I figured you’d be looking for a way to make up for your mistake. Am I right? Here’s your chance. I’ve come across a group of rebels here in the Sandbar, and the stakes are high. It’ll be dangerous. Are you up for the mission?”

“Wh-… what?” The fat man’s jowls jiggled. His soldiers were stunned – this blessing was as sudden as it was unexpected!

They’d been soldiers for years and had barely been able to go out on patrol, much less serve on an important mission under a demon hunter! Now, they were suddenly being asked to clear out a nest of agitators. A pleasant surprise indeed!

This was more than an honor. This was a chance to make their mark! Years of meritless labor had led them to this opportunity.

Cloudhawk hadn’t expected such a positive response and was still uncertain about their attitudes. Thus, he added offhand, “This matter isn’t very important to me, but I need to keep my identity a secret. For my secret mission. What that means is if we succeed, you’ll get all of the praise and reward. So, have you made up your minds?”

“Your devoted servant would walk through hell for you!”

The fat captain was full of admiration for the great demon hunter. In the past ten years, there hadn’t been any major conflicts for Skycloud City to get involved in, which left nothing for him to do. 

Just getting a posting here at the Sandbar had been a lot to ask. They’d been desperate to arrest people from the moment they got here – not just for the sake of it, but because catching a single spy would be a great accomplishment. But, in the days since they’d arrived, no matter how hard they looked, they weren’t able to find a single one.

Then, out of the blue, this demon hunter appears. Not only does he forgive them their transgression, but he also offers to lead them on a mission and let them have all the credit!

What was the definition of “open-minded”? This was “open-minded”! What did it mean to turn the other cheek and repay wickedness with kindness? This was the perfect example!

The guard captain couldn’t express the breadth of his excitement. “Your servants will listen to whatever instructions you give. We eagerly await your orders!”

The light in the fat man’s eyes stirred a cold disgust within Cloudhawk. Out in the wastelands, he’d met men filled with zealotry like this. Clearly, this fat soldier was just the same. But regardless, they were useful.

“We move out tonight. You lot start preparing.”

Cloudhawk delivered his assignment and then left. The fatty had to have some skill if they let him be a captain, even if Cloudhawk could whoop his ass without the help of his relics. The dozen or so others weren’t necessarily pushovers either, and with them, Cloudhawk had things under greater control.

The guard captain showed Cloudhawk out, and when he was gone, spun around to address his men. “Brothers! Did you see that?! Our chance to do something noteworthy is finally here! The honorable demon hunter has given us this opportunity, and we’re going to get it done right! Let’s get ready!”

“Yes, sir!”

When Cloudhawk returned to the bar, he breathed a long sigh of relief. He now had Barb the demon hunter, a fat guard captain, and ten soldiers. Things were looking up.

In reality, Cloudhawk wasn’t keen on this sort of thing, but he had no choice if he wanted to win a good life for Asha. It was the only way to get what he wanted from Adder. Cloudhawk didn’t see himself as a particularly responsible guy, and he couldn’t really say why he was so dead-set on doing it. For some reason, he saw Asha as a little sister. Maybe it was guilt because of what happened to Coppertooth. He couldn’t say for sure.

He never really thought about these things. He just did what he thought he had to.

Old Thistle came looking for him with Squall in tow. The old man wasted no time with pleasantries and asked if Cloudhawk would take his young charge along. He assured him that Squall had some ability and was sure to be of some help. He saw it as training and an opportunity for him to associate with soldiers and demon hunters. If he could do some work, then all the better.

Cloudhawk didn’t turn him down.

It was pretty clear Squall also had a soft spot for Asha. Cloudhawk saw it clear as day. More than that, the guy seemed to know how to take care of himself. He seemed at least as capable as Cloudhawk and was probably stronger than most of the soldiers. The more, the merrier. It just made his job easier.

Using his fabricated identity and the impressive clout of a demon hunter token, Cloudhawk had managed to cobble together a pretty good group of fighters. He had a novice demon hunter in Barb, Squall who was on the path to becoming one himself, a portly guard captain, and thirteen men under his command. He had sixteen altogether.
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Twilight was fast approaching. Cloudhawk was attired in simple camouflage.

He gave his mask a gentle tap, and it changed to a brownish grinning façade. Even then, he went further and completely changed his appearance. Using a small knife, he cut his unkempt hair short and had Squall get him a leather outfit. In the end, he looked completely different than he had when he’d arrived at the Sandbar just this morning.

These days, it wasn’t uncommon to see masked men traveling the roads. Cloudhawk’s skinny figure also made him easy to disregard, especially with his tattered cloak haphazardly flung over his shoulders. With a new mask, new hair, and new clothes, no one was going to recognize him.

Gradually, the members of his team gathered at the designated spot. The fat captain and his men were the first ones there.

To these men, the mission was of critical importance, so they didn’t dare show up late. Their preparations had been meticulous, and in addition to their standard equipment, they each had crossbows slung over their shoulders.

They hadn’t been waiting more than fifteen minutes before a pretty woman joined them.

She was dressed simply, but the weapon she carried made her status unmistakable – another demon hunter!

When Barb saw the fat captain and the others, she was visibly surprised. “You lot are his Eminence’s men?”

His Eminence? Oh! She must mean the masked demon hunter. If she was referring to him with such respect, he had to be someone special. On top of his team, they had a second demon hunter joining them. This really was a once-in-a-lifetime event!

“Yes, yes, yes! We’re his Eminence’s loyal soldiers!”

Cloudhawk arrived a few moments later with Squall at his side. When she saw him, Barb greeted Cloudhawk with an excited smile. “Hello, your Eminence!”

The guard captain awkwardly bowed. “Everything is prepared! We await your orders!”

Squall wasn’t dressed much differently than usual. His hair was tied up in a ponytail behind his head, and he wore his armor with the Bloomnettle coat of arms emblazoned on it. He carried a pair of two-foot short swords as his weapons. When he saw how Cloudhawk had managed to recruit another demon hunter and the soldiers from earlier, his admiration for the young master soared. He desperately hoped he could be like him one day.

“Alright, everyone’s here.” Cloudhawk cleared his throat, trying to assume the air of a leader. “Tonight, a pair of rebels will be meeting in Adder’s bar. These are their portraits. Take a minute to familiarize yourselves.”

“We can’t approach them in the bar. If we rush to action, we’ll alert the others of our plan, so first, we have to follow the snakes to their nest. Then, we clear ‘em out. Does everyone understand?”

Cloudhawk didn’t have any predilection for leadership, nor could he think up any clever strategy. Luckily, that didn’t seem to be required. After all, if the scrolls were anything to go by, there were only seven targets – eight including the one they were meeting tonight.

He had them outnumbered two-to-one. Even if they were capable fighters, there wasn’t anything for him to be concerned about.

“Squall, you’re responsible for putting eyes on our target. We’ll hang back about half a block. If anything unexpected happens, we’ll move in for backup.”

“Got it!”

Everyone’s fighting spirit was up, confident in their impending success.

Barb had only just become a demon hunter, and her low upbringing meant she wasn’t going to easily ascend the ranks. Even after joining, she had yet to complete a single mission. At last, she’d been tapped to participate in a real mission, and she was determined to show her thanks to her senior by performing outstandingly.

Squall hadn’t even been accepted into the order yet, and although he wasn’t a very serious sort, he had high aspirations. After all, he had tremendous respect for Master Arcturus. If he wanted to follow in the great man’s footsteps, this was a good way to sharpen his skills.

As for the guard captain? This was an even rarer opportunity! He joined the Skycloud army six years ago and had only managed to become a squad captain. Like most holy warriors, he held his faith closely, but he had always been troubled by the fact that he was never given a shot. Finally, he was on a mission with two demon hunters – one of them with a token of the high order – and a young prospective demon hunter with a bright future. He and his brothers were together. Both emotionally and for his own pride, he was happy.

At last, a mission that didn’t make him feel like he’d joined the army for no reason. 

Something for my mother to be proud of!

Of everyone there, the captain’s fighting spirit was the strongest.


9 / Conspirators


The sky had not yet darkened to night, but Adder’s bar was already busy. There were borderland merchants, adventurers, heathens, believers of all sorts and more eating and drinking together. The smell of booze and tobacco choked the air.

A dancer twisted and swayed at one end of the common room while large men pummeled each other in the boxing ring on the other side. The whole bar was a sea of testosterone filled with yelling, cheering and cursing that shook the ceiling timbers.

It was certainly a rowdy place, but there were clear limits placed on the debauchery. 

An older man entered the bar. He was tall and lean, and a spindly goatee sprouted from his chin. His clothes were simple but surprisingly well-kept. He looked like an old scholar, presentable beneath the large hat that was perched atop his head and covered the majority of his face.

“Sir, we have your reservation ready.”

A server approached to offer assistance. He was young, and his long hair was tied back in a simple ponytail. A pair of bright eyes shone with youthful vitality.

The old man nodded, though his eyes never ceased scanning his surroundings. They stopped for just a moment when he spied Adder behind the bar. The bar owner raised his head at the same moment, and for a brief second, their gazes met. Then, they each looked away as though they’d seen nothing. 

The young server brought the man to a private room by a window before pouring him a glass of silvery wine and serving up plates of food. This sort of fare was a delicacy here, but the man with the goatee seemed disinterested.

“I will not disturb you during dinner, sir.”

The old man picked the hat off his head and placed it upon the chair beside him, allowing his flowing white hair to fall freely. He didn’t look exceptionally old, but the blade of time had carved marks in his face. The valleys were vestiges of bitter times, and his eyes were sharp and unwelcoming. Inside them were anger, pain, expectation, as well as morbid insanity mixed with restlessness.

Even his presence was discomfiting. He was as calm as the surface of a lake sitting in a caldera that could erupt at any moment. 

About an hour later, a tall man with a hooked, beak-like nose entered the bar. He looked around with beady eyes and then slipped the server a scrap of paper with a number on it. The young man, without saying a word, led the newcomer to the indicated room.

As they traversed the common area, the bird-like man seemed to move both slow and fast. If one were to look closely, his every step seemed calculated and precise. Of particular note was that as he threaded his way through the crowd, he never touched a stool or one of the other patrons. Slippery as a phantom, he quickly flitted by, leaving no trace of his passage.

Without a question, this was a man of skill.

The young man stopped before a door and pushed it open.

When the bald man with his aquiline nose appeared before the goateed stranger, the latter’s eyes glimmered with anticipation. He rose to his feet and addressed his guest with great respect. “Boss Buzzard!”

The one called Buzzard sized up the other one. “It’s been a while, old friend. You’ve aged quickly.”

“It’s the curse of humans that we should grow old. It’s nothing to fear. What we should loathe is growing old but accomplishing nothing.” He punctuated the thought with a bitter sniff before waving the young man away. “Leave us.”

The server first glanced at the middle-aged man with the hooked nose and then back at the man with the goatee. He then bowed to each. He left and closed the door behind him, leaving the two men alone.

Buzzard sighed once they had the room to themselves. “You shouldn’t keep this up. You aren’t in the best health. Come back with me. Over the last twenty-odd years, you’ve contributed much. Enough. You don’t need to spend the rest of your time and energy here. You need a life of your own.”

“Life? My life had already been ruined.” The man with the goatee shook his head. “The only desire I have left is to see Skycloud City in flames. If I can one day feel the warmth of those fires on my face, then any price will be worth it. A few decades in exile would mean nothing if that was my reward.”

Suddenly, Buzzard lifted a hand, entreating silence.

He rose and pushed open the door, his eyes darting left and right. Nothing seemed out of the ordinary. It was just the ponytailed server walking down the hall. He sighed.

“Relax, Buzzard. No one will eavesdrop on us here.” The older man stood as well. He understood the need for caution. “The owner of this place is more than he seems. Without his help, I wouldn’t be here to collect this intelligence.”

“The bar owner? Can he be trusted?”

“It’s hard to say, but I think so. He doesn’t stand with Skycloud. They would kill him ten times over if they knew the things he’d done or the treasures he hides. It’s the same for helping me with this.”

“I trust your judgment.” Buzzard nodded. “Do you have it?”

The older man produced a black bound book from his clothes and handed it to his companion. “Everything is in here: troop counts and locations, and the names of all of their captains. There are more than one thousand five hundred middle-to-low-ranking officers on that list, which includes their backgrounds.”

“This is certainly intelligence that’s difficult for one to get one’s hands on!” Buzzard took the notebook from him as though handling a priceless treasure. He then began to leaf through its contents. “With this, we can formulate a plan for infiltrating Skycloud. You’ve done us a great service.”

The older man’s response was forlorn. “It cost years and the lives of thirty companions to get this information. It was their noble sacrifices that built this foundation. I hope it serves its purpose. That wretched place must be razed to the ground.”

Buzzard looked through a few more pages. Although he was only scanning the entries, he could tell they were both true and accurate. It must have taken years of struggle and dedication as well as unfathomable sacrifices for the old man to get all this together. His mission had not been an easy one.

“Don’t be stubborn. Come back with me!”

“Everyone has his own battles to fight, and I’m not backing down from the front lines ‘till this one is finished. So long as I’m needed, I’m not going anywhere. I’m sure you understand.” The old man was steadfast. “But, since you’re here, I do have a few young soldiers to recommend. A few good lads I’ve dug up and kept close over the years. With the right training, they’ll be of excellent use to us.”

Buzzard sighed once again. He knew the old man’s temperament.

He wasn’t going to come, but his recommendations were welcomed. Buzzard trusted his friend’s judgment, and anyone he offered would be reliable.

“It’s about time.” The old man fished a pocket watch out of his clothes and took a glance. “Come with me.”

The young man with the ponytail was wandering aimlessly around the bar, bored stiff, when he suddenly he spied the man with the goatee and his companion quickly leave. After a brief tremor, he dropped what he was holding and hurried after them.

The old man had planned this down to the minute. It was the busiest time for the streets of Sandbar Outpost, and the crowds were fierce. When he and the middle-aged man joined the fray, they instantly vanished. The young server tried to keep up but stopped when he reached a crossroads. Several streets and alleyways slithered before him like a spider web. He had no idea which one his targets had taken.
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Several minutes later, in an abandoned warehouse.

Dust and the stink of mold permeated the air. The light of a candle struggled against the breeze. Its frail light flickered against the darkness, and like the old man, it just hoped to fill the world with a little light and warmth before it burned out.

“These are the young men I was talking about.”

There were six people standing before the man with the goatee. The youngest of them was about twenty, and the oldest was no more than forty.

“I’ve hidden them here. They’ve helped me gather the information we have for the last decade or so. The product of constantly looking for talent. Every one of them has followed me through the fire, and they all have unique skills. Whether you train them as spies or as frontline fighters, they will be your most trustworthy soldiers. I can guarantee that with my life.”

Buzzard nodded. “I’ll make sure to pass your personal recommendations on to Wolfblade.” [1]

“Wait! If we leave, what about you?” One of the men with a large black sword on his back spoke up. “I’m with you. Wherever you go, I’m going as well.”

“And me!”

“Same for me!”

Buzzard was moved by their loyalty. Most members of an independent Dark Atom cell dreamed of joining the main group. That was especially true for borderland spies like them. It was a promise that they could move somewhere where they wouldn’t have to worry about food or clothing, where they would be taken care of. Who wanted to live like this? Like rats in a sewer?

Yet, these men were willing to give up that opportunity to stay with the old man who led them.

“Death will come for us all one day, but faith is indestructible.” The old man answered them with a pleasant smile. He picked up the dying candles and used them to light others, spreading the light further. “So long as we pass on the flame of our convictions, one day, it will become a wildfire. What regrets would I have in death? Do not forget our goal!”

The six men looked at one another.

Buzzard interjected, curious about their reactions. “You have other goals?”

The old man nodded matter-of-factly. “There’s an inconspicuous chink in Skycloud City’s proverbial armor. Give me a little time. So long as that opening remains, we can use it to administer a poison that will kill tens of thousands of city residents. It will be a catastrophe the likes of which the holy city would not recover from.”

As the plan slipped from the old man’s lips, his face turned monstrous and eerie. 

Buzzard had never seen hatred of this level. This man’s solitary purpose in life was to see the downfall of the holy city. But, it was an interesting plan, and he opened his mouth to inquire further when –

Ding, ding!

The sound of a small bell softly flitted through the air. Clear and melodious, it stabbed at their ears like a poison dart.

“Shit!” One of the men by the door scowled. “Someone’s trying to sneak up on us. I think we’ve been made.”

An enormous black man hoisted an equally massive gun from his back. He began pulling bullets the size of thumbs from the bandolier around his chest and feeding them into the firing chamber. Click! Click! He stepped forward, aimed at the door, and fired.

BANG!

A shocking boom tore through the area. The warehouse door was blown to pieces.

With a cry of shock and pain, the bullet hit someone on the other side and sent him flying. At the caliber this large man was using, it didn’t matter that the bullet first passed through the door. Whoever he hit was dead.

“Fuck!” The old man shouted. “Buzzard, get out of here now!”

“But you-“

“Now isn’t the time!” He shook his head, cutting the other man off. “Think about what that notebook is worth. You need to get it to Wolfblade no matter what. Otherwise, all our effort will have been wasted! Now, shut up and go!”

But even before his words could sink in, the intruders were reacting. Suddenly, the whole building roared like a hurricane had descended upon them. [2] The windows rattled, and the wooden walls clacked as suddenly, a hail of arrows descended.

“Find cover!”

Buzzard kicked over a table and hid behind it, just in time to see the deadly heads of seven or eight bolts penetrate through the wood. The others scrambled for protection, but one of the younger men was too slow, and a crossbow bolt caught him in the eye. He was alive long enough to scream before crumbling to the floor lifeless.

1. The name should be familiar. It’s the name of the Dark Atom’s leader.

2. For those who have never experienced a hurricane, here’s what they sound like. Headphone users beware. Missing is the deep groaning rumble that underlies this. Almost everyone describes a hurricane passing over their house like being run over by a train.


10 / Sneak Attack


Ten minutes earlier, Squall had indeed lost his target, but in defiance of his name, he did not pick a path at random. He found an out-of-the-way corner and whistled a call to gather the others. Cloudhawk, Barb, the fat captain and his men all converged on his position.

They pressed him for information. Their faces grew serious when he told them the situation. Had they already been spotted?

“I don’t think we’ve been made or you’d be dead already. It’s not uncommon for men like these to take extra precautions to stay hidden. He probably had this set up ahead of time, a safe route just in case.”

The captain wasn’t a smart man, but he did have the benefit of six years of experience as a soldier. He’d heard a lot and experienced much. Here, his perspective cut right to the truth of the matter.

“It’s a habit of experienced insurgents, one they use whether they’re being followed or not just in case. He’s alert, and that’s going to make things more difficult. We can definitely be sure we’re on the trail of a true spy.”

The captain’s soldiers only became more excited by this revelation.

“We wanted a chance to prove ourselves, right?”

“Great. This is so great!”

“Is there something wrong with your heads? We lost them!” Barb was losing her patience. “What are we going to do now? Go from house to house? That’ll take forever, and they’re sure to know we’re coming. Our targets will be gone before we even get a whiff.”

“Don’t worry. We’ve still got things under control. I sprinkled the carpet in the bar with a fluorescent powder.” Squall regarded the despairing group with a grin. He pulled a small rod from his back and gave it a quick shake. Inside the rod was an unknown liquid which, when disturbed, began to emit a faint light. “The powder is odorless and difficult to detect. But, under the right light, it becomes clear as day… there! Can you see it?”

Squall swung the rod a few inches over the ground, making a few passes until two pairs of footprints appeared. They glowed with a faint green color.

Cloudhawk was ecstatic. Squall was more useful than he’d given him credit for.

Barb was also impressed. “You’ve got some tricks up your sleeves, man!”

The demon hunter’s praise filled him with pride, but he didn’t let it show. Instead, Squall went on trying to keep his words modest. “Just a little mischief is all.”

The soldier with the broken nose blurted out, “So what are we waiting for?! Let’s get after them!”

“Shut your face! Our leader hasn’t given the order. What are you in such a fuckin’ rush about?!” The fat captain brought his fist down on the soldier’s helmet. He couldn’t say he wasn’t also anxious, but he wasn’t going to presume anything with three other people above his station calling the shots. He turned respectfully to the masked demon hunter. “Sir, as you can tell, we –“

Cloudhawk ignored him and turned to his young assistant instead. “Squall, can you describe the man our target met in the bar?”

Squall’s face scrunched tight as he searched his brain for details. “I remember the old man called him ‘Buzzard.’”

“Buzzard?” Cloudhawk narrowed his eyes. “Middle-aged man, kind of tall, sharp nose and a bald head?”

“You’ve met him?” Squall exclaimed.

Cloudhawk hadn’t expected it to be him. His eyebrows drew tightly together, and after a moment of thought, he answered, “I saw him once on one of my missions through the wastelands. He’s a trusted member of the Dark Atom, which is led by a man named Wolfblade. He’s dangerous.” [1]

The captain and his men visibly gaped at the master demon hunter.

One of Wolfblade’s trusted men? This was staggering news! The Dark Atom was a group of heretics who’d been operating in the Elysian lands for years – a constant thorn in Skycloud City’s side. They were a group of crazed heathens who left destruction and a trail of corpses wherever they went. Everyone in the holy lands saw them as enemies to their way of life.

Dark Atom was a well-organized group. They performed their jobs carefully and kept everything under wraps. No one had yet found their main hideout. Their leader, Wolfblade, was a madman wild with ambition whose main goal was the destruction of Skycloud City. The guard captain originally thought that the men they were tracking were your garden variety schemers, but in reality, they’d stumbled on a Dark Atom plot!

Barb looked at Cloudhawk with wide eyes full of admiration. “You’re amazing! I can’t believe you’ve gone fist-to-fist with members of the Dark Atom!”

This one had quite the imagination. When had Cloudhawk said anything about fighting them?

But, it was true that he’d had some experience dealing with them. The man who’d represented the Dark Atom, who’d come to buy the twisted fruits of the Academician’s labors, was none other than this hook-nosed bald man.

The world was a small place, Cloudhawk was discovering. The chances of running into the guy again here…

The realization meant this was more difficult than he’d expected.

Cloudhawk had seen what Buzzard could do. He wasn’t any less capable in a fight than Hyena, which meant the man was downright lethal. Could they capture him with only the few people he’d brought? However, whether or not they could wasn’t the most pressing question. Cloudhawk didn’t have any reason to make an enemy out of the Dark Atom. Trespasser, the disease gifted to him by the Academician’s final treachery, still swam through his blood. Who knew what sort of mutation it was causing? Only the Dark Atom had the power to help him. Picking a fight with them was like digging his own grave.

Barb was itching for a fight. “Senior, give the order. I’m ready to lead the charge!”

Inwardly, Cloudhawk sighed. He’d found this information out too late. Once the arrow left the bow, you couldn’t take it back. “We can’t run in half-cocked. Safety is important. Let’s find where they’re holed up first.”

Sixteen people followed the faint green trail to a distant corner of the outpost. It ended at a derelict warehouse that was otherwise uninteresting.

The Sandbar was full of borderland merchants. Out of convenience, many of them would construct warehouses for their goods. These storage facilities were often only used a couple of times before they were abandoned. Such was the case for this building, which was largely unassuming and out of the way. Of course, that is what made it the perfect place for plotting. It looked like they’d found the right place.

“You, get ready to break in the door.” The guard captain began giving orders in a low voice, pointing first at one of his men. “The traitors are definitely in there, so everyone be ready. Once the door’s open, we start the attack. Kill every last one of them. No quarter!”

“Yes, sir!”

The soldiers spread out, using the cover of night and piles of detritus to mask their approach. Once the building was surrounded, they hunkered down and waited for the signal. One of them then stood up and made his way towards the front door.

The guard captain gestured, and the soldier charged, ready to burst through.

Then, all of a sudden, a loud bang could be heard from inside, loud enough to burst their eardrums. In the next instant, the warehouse’s sturdy door exploded outward in a shower of splinters. The Skycloud soldier went from a full sprint to an unplanned flight as he was suddenly careening backwards, blasted away from the warehouse like he’d been struck by a raging bull. Four to five meters away, he hit the ground with an unsettling thud.

“Motherfucker!”

“They’ve seen us!”

Several of the soldiers moved in to drag their comrade out of the gunfire. His armor had been blasted to bits, and shards of it littered the ground. The unfortunate man rolled around in pain. If not for the superior quality of Skycloud armor, he would have been blasted to pieces.

However, just because it didn’t blow a watermelon-sized hole in him didn’t mean it wasn’t a life-threatening wound. He was out of the fight at the very least, which meant they were a man down already. Talk about getting off on the wrong foot.

Barb stared in shock. “What is going on!?”

“They’ve got some fuckin’ mean guns, that’s what!” Cloudhawk had grown up in the wastelands. He knew what sort of damage these weapons could do, so he called out to the others. “Don’t get close!”

“Son of a bitch! They’ve got illegal weapons! You lot are fuckin’ dead! You hear me? Hammy’s comin’ for ya!” The portly captain saw his men as brothers and seeing one of them get laid out and be forced to fight for his life threw him into a rage. “Fire arrows!”

The guards didn’t have the long-ranged bows used by Skycloud soldiers and had instead brought with them medium-ranged crossbows. They were not unlike the ones used by Bloomnettle’s caravan guards, consisting of a crossbow body and a high-pressure quiver. Each drum held a dozen or so bolts, and each one had the stopping power of a rifle bullet. Military-issue crossbows were stronger than the civilian variety as well, and though not quite as powerful as longbows, they were more suitable for urban combat like this.

A dozen crossbows rose up. Suddenly, a hail of crossbow bolts tore through the air.

The combined attack descended on the warehouse like a hurricane. The six-inch bolts were practically unstoppable within a six-meter range and punched through the building’s wooden walls as if they were made of butter. [2] The tips of the bolts were also coated with a paralytic toxin, so even if they only scratched their targets, it would be enough to take them out of the fight.

Drums were quickly emptied. It only took the guards three seconds to switch them out for full ones.

Removing the need to hand crank new bolts made these crossbows vastly superior to the normal variety. [3] In close quarters, they were deadly, and any enemy turned pale when he discovered what he was up against. The soldiers were busy reloading when four or five objects were thrown at them through holes in the walls.

“Move!”

All around the warehouse, a series of explosions shook the earth. The detonations didn’t hurt Cloudhawk or his people, but they did create a screen of smoke thick enough to impede their vision. The sounds of gunfire rang out from the haze, and, from time to time, there was the light of a fire. They were fighting back.

“Stop them! Not a single one gets out of there alive!”

As the fat captain screamed the order, a figure ran out through the smoke like a tiger leaping from its lair. He swiped with the massive black sword in his hands.

The weapon carved a bloody swath through the air. A guard’s head hit the ground nearby and rolled away.

“Tough one here!”

The captain raised his crossbow and fired off five bolts in an instant, but the killer disappeared back into the fog. However, the captain wasn’t a greenhorn either. Two of his shots had connected – one in the rebel’s shoulder and the other in his chest. The bolts were strong, but the man’s constitution was stronger. The bolts only managed to cause minor flesh wounds.

The smoke began to swirl again. This time, an enormous man with skin as black as coal lifted an equally enormous gun.

The captain flung himself to the side just before the deafening blast of the man’s gun rang out. Another soldier was blasted backward. Immediately after, the man with the black sword reappeared. His wounds leaked blood, and the paralytics had begun to work their way through his veins, but they hadn’t taken him down yet. He charged at the guard captain like a crazed rhinoceros.

1. If you recall, Buzzard was the antagonistic man who met Hyena outside of Blackwater Base when the DN was buying mutants back in chapter 109.

2. It might be strange to see inch and meter used together here. The Chinese have something they call a cun, commonly called a “Chinese inch”, which is in common use. Cun measurements are used a lot in anatomy especially, so it’s something I use constantly in acupuncture practice. A cun is measured in several ways: The width of your thumb; the space between the interphalangeal creases of your middle finger; fore and middle finger pressed together is 1.5 cun; your four fingers pressed together are 3 cun; the distance from the middle interphalangeal joint of your first finger to its tip is 2 cun. So these crossbow bolts are five or six cun – now you can do the measurements yourself!

3. Right, so these are automatic crossbows fired by compressed air. Literally, the only difference between this and a gun is gunpowder. Is it gunpowder that the Elysians find so taboo? What about fireworks? How do they demolish buildings, by blowing really hard?


11 / Midnight Conflict


These guys were tough!

Fine, you’ll get to see just how tough Uncle Fatty is!

The portly guard captain angrily threw his crossbow to the side. Pushing his powerful legs against the ground, he launched forward. Drawing the short blades from sheaths on opposite sides of his belt, he took three steps forward and struck them together. With a loud clang, they fused into a dual-headed glaive that he then brought down on the rebel swordsman with gale force.

Clang!

Neither budged as they pressed against each other’s weapon with all their might. The ear-piercing sound of metal grinding on metal and the ensuing sparks followed them. Despite his size, the fat captain was quick. The two men pushed away from one another before continuing the deadly dance at close range. Their weapons whipped back and forth, striking and parrying. Neither seemed to have the upper hand.

“Everyone, get in there! Stop them. Don’t let a single one get away! It’s time to fight for the glory of the gods!”

The other soldiers heeded his call, casting aside their bows and raising their swords. They attacked, heedless of the danger to themselves and ready to die for honor.

The large man pumped the shotgun’s forestock, ejecting a red-hot casing from the chamber and replacing it with another. One of the soldiers came at him with weapon raised. He pointed the black maw of the shotgun’s barrel in his direction. The eruption of fire was blinding, the force of the shot blasting his assailant away.

Though the armor was as hard as steel, even Skycloud City’s protection was no match. Sizzling shards of metal flew every which way.

Ka-chick! Another spent casing cleared the chamber. The whole encounter had lasted only a second. He had moved on to his next target – the guard captain.

The captain heard the shot and then saw the man turn his way. He tried to move, but the swipe of a black broadsword cut off his escape. The two of them were evenly matched, but the distraction put him at a disadvantage. The captain found himself on the back foot, left with nowhere to go.

The rest of his brothers were busy with their own battles. No one was there to help him.

“Time to die, Skycloud dog!”

The black man didn’t explicitly say those words, but that was what he meant as he screamed and pulled the trigger of his shotgun. He was close enough that it didn’t matter where he aimed or what armor his target wore. No one would survive at that distance. He was certain this bastard soldier from Skycloud City was dead, and the thought filled him with an indescribable sense of joy.

All of this was no accident. From the man with the goatee to the swordsman to the shotgunner himself, they all hated what these soldiers represented down to their bones. All of them were either criminals expelled for their lack of faith or people shunned for trying to forge a life in those lands of plenty. Whatever the reason, they all found themselves living the life of a traitor.

Skycloud’s influence was vast. Ending a single life would do nothing to change that. However, taking a zealot’s life was always a pleasure. It was more addicting than the strongest drug.

BANG!

A deadly cloud of iron pellets burst from the barrel of the shotgun.

But, the large man was surprised and infuriated as a hand shot out, grabbed the barrel, and shoved it toward the sky. The hand belonged to a wiry figure more bone than muscle. He wore a brown grinning mask with only his strange eyes visible beneath.

What?! How did this happen? The smoke was thick, but he would have seen someone coming.

The thought barely had time to cross the big man’s mind before Cloudhawk started his vicious assault. His left hand swung around leaving a cold gleam of steel in its wake, ready to plant a deadly kiss with the edge of his Skycloud dagger.

Thrice the dagger stabbed and never for a moment did Cloudhawk let the barrel of the shotgun go.

One stab to the heart.

One to the lungs.

One to the throat.

His attack was as fluid as a swiftly flowing river. The large man immediately lost his strength and released his weapon. Cloudhawk snatched it from him and used the butt like a staff, ramming it into his opponent’s chest. The gun broke apart from the force as its former owner crumpled to the floor. Even the most talented surgeon in the best hospital would not be able to save him.

“No!” The man with the large sword saw what had become of his companion.

The marksman had been more than an acquaintance, but there was nothing he could do for him. He was struggling to keep his own hide intact. Just as the fat captain’s attack was speeding up, Squall appeared from the fog swinging his two swords. The rebel swordsman was only just managing against one, so the addition of another threatened to exhaust him.

Suddenly, from the fog, another figure emerged like a ghost from beyond the veil, appearing and disappearing through the darkness. The dark silhouette was so fast and seemed to move erratically. Two guards approached to block its path when a cold light answered. Stiletto blades, fast as lightning. Both soldiers instantly dropped to the ground.

Their efforts didn’t slow down the agile shadow in the least. In a blink, it fell upon Squall and the captain. Before they could even shift their attention, two more daggers were aimed their way.

Neither the guard captain nor Squall was a match for this stranger in terms of speed. They both saw the sneak attack coming, but their bodies couldn’t respond quickly enough. Squall’s face went pale. The captain could only stare in impotent shock.

No! I’m done for!

This had to be the one Cloudhawk was talking about: Wolfblade’s lieutenant – Buzzard. Only a fighter of such skill could be this fast, this deadly. All Squall could think of was how much of a pity it was to die here before getting the chance to meet his idol, Master Arcturus. The captain’s regrets cut even deeper. Shit. I finally get a shot, a role in something bigger than myself. Then, this guy shows up. Lady Luck really had it out for him.

Both men were coming to terms with their inevitable demise when Barb came to their rescue. She dashed out from the fog, her exorcist rod howling. Even before she came within striking distance of Buzzard, the force of her relic kicked up a storm of dust. The raging winds created a dervish.

She was indeed a demon hunter. Her talents and combat prowess were something to be respected!

Even without practical experience, a demon hunter’s training was rigorous and their effect on a battlefield could not be ignored. She’d been lurking at the edges of the fight, looking for her opportunity. Her target had been the big one with the shotgun until she saw her senior take him out with three cuts. She found his nimble and ruthless style chilling - certainly worthy of her respect.

Then, she saw Buzzard moving like a specter through the darkness. Head on, two of her still wouldn’t be enough to stop him. But, if she attacked him when he wasn’t expecting it, even a wastelander adept like him wouldn’t be able to withstand the force of an exorcist rod!

If it lands, this guy’s done, or will at least be badly hurt. Barb, you’ve got this! Maybe I’ll earn a commendation from the senior – maybe he’ll even make me his apprentice!

Barb already held Cloudhawk in very high esteem. He wasn’t a master demon hunter, but he was certainly her senior. A guy like him held a lot of sway over someone wet behind the ears like her. If she could go on a few missions with someone like him, the benefits to her would be huge.

This was just the opportunity she’d been looking for.

How could she know Cloudhawk was just a pretender? If they fought, she would discover that he wasn’t much better than she was. His only advantages were his experience surviving a host of deadly situations and the relics he’d gathered.

Buzzard switched focus to Barb, forced to break off his attack on the other two. He leaped up and spun around, allowing the deadly weapons to fly from his grip.

She froze. If she threw caution to the wind and flung herself at Buzzard, she would have to deal with daggers aimed for her throat and heart. Barb lacked experience in life-or-death moments like this, lacked the mad boldness of wastelander fighters. She switched from offense to defense and protected herself from the daggers.

Whoosh!

She just managed to sidestep the two daggers when a third buried itself in her right arm. She could feel it drill into bone, and the pain not only forced her to drop her staff but also knocked her off balance. She hit the ground.

Buzzard’s feet barely touched the ground before he launched himself back into the air. With a flick of his wrists, two more spikes appeared in his grip, ready to taste blood. Barb was the most vulnerable, so she was his target.

“No! The lady demon hunter is in danger!”

They saw the threat to her life, but no one could help her.

Barb tried to get up, tried to move, but Buzzard had her locked down. He threw his spikes. Her wide eyes reflected their cold light as they came her way. Six months… it’d only been six months since she’d earned the right to call herself a demon hunter. She’d never completed a mission, and as luck would have it, her first target would be this seemingly invincible man.

He was more than experienced, more than vicious. The spikes he threw were meant to kill, not maim, and he followed their trajectory. Both his hands stretched out like the talons of a bird of prey, ready to snap her neck if the spikes should fail. 

She was finished!

She could feel it, his determination to see her dead. The unabating murderous intent made her cold from head to toe, a sensation she’d never felt before. 

At this crucial moment, the night seemed to peel away. A frail figure appeared from the ether between Barb and Buzzard, standing tall like an immutable mountain. Both the demon hunter and the rebel were shocked by his sudden appearance.

In the instant his invisibility ended, Cloudhawk lifted a crossbow.

Another demon hunter?!

Buzzard hadn’t expected two and especially hadn’t expected one to appear out of thin air. He couldn’t stop his attack. His spikes were now flying at Cloudhawk instead of the girl, as were his claw-like hands. The dual onslaught would slay any novice who dared stand in his way.

“Eminence, watch out!”

The ground responded so quickly that she could hardly yelp her surprise. Dirt and gravel rose to form a shield that, although frail-looking, stopped Buzzard’s spikes in their tracks.

The rebel lieutenant arrived next, swiping his claws like a fearsome tiger. The force of his strike caused an explosion of gravel and a deafening crack. The shield was thoroughly destroyed. However, the surprise of Cloudhawk’s appearance had slowed him down. Buzzard didn’t have his next move planned.

The crossbow was leveled, glinting iron pointed his way. When the trigger slipped back, seven or eight bolts were spat out in the blink of an eye, falling like a deadly rain.

Buzzard was quick and had he been far away enough, he wouldn’t have given this weapon a second thought. But, he was close – face to face. He wrenched around to avoid the first few, but the remainder found their mark. They tore through his chest amidst sprays of hot, red blood.

“Got him!”

Barb was not one to keep her thoughts to herself. He was definitely worthy of his status as a mighty demon hunter! His plan was flawless, nothing short of beautiful. It was impressive but also filled her with a sense of inadequacy. Even disregarding his mystical invisibility, the calm with which he faced the danger was outside her ability to fathom.


12 / A Soldier's Duty


Barb was no weakling, but she was new to her role as a demon hunter. She was a newly minted grunt. However, this second demon hunter could appear and disappear at will as well as force the sand to do his bidding. At the very least, that meant he had a couple of relics to draw on.

For a novice demon hunter, an exorcist rod was considered a treasure. The masked man had several, so conventional thinking suggested that he was no typical demon hunter.

Thinking back on his encounters with the order, Buzzard noted that a novice demon hunter often accompanied a more senior member. After a few missions, the novice would have gained the training and experience necessary and could then strike out on his own. It was, in essence, a student-teacher relationship. Was this masked man the senior demon hunter?

Buzzard could feel the power of his opponent. He was weaker than he might have expected, but he clearly had a wider breadth of experience. A novice used his power wildly without giving any thought to conservation, whereas someone with more experience knew to use their limited strength at the best possible moment. The masked man had that knowledge.

News had passed through the base that an influential demon hunter had recently arrived. His first order of business had reputedly been to harass a contingent of soldiers. Was this the same man?

That wasn’t important right now. Buzzard was injured and needed to get away.

Cloudhawk was close enough to get a good look at the hook-nosed man’s appearance. Sure enough, it was Buzzard, the man from the Dark Atom. He had no choice. A moment’s hesitation could spell disaster in a fight like this. Although he had no desire to fight the rebel organization, he couldn’t hold back or show mercy. He pulled the trigger and allowed the crossbow to spit an unending stream of deadly bolts. One after another, the compact arrows were set and fired.

Buzzard dodged as best he could but took two more in the thigh.

Seven bolts bristled from his body. They were powerful enough that, at this range, they could punch right through a person. However, Buzzard had sturdy leather beneath his outer clothes. That in addition to his sturdy physique from years of physical training caused the arrows to stop when they got caught in his tough muscle. None penetrated deep enough to injure his organs.

They weren’t fatal, but that didn’t mean the bolts were ineffective. The paralytic toxins coating them were already working through his system. He could feel a creeping numbness take hold. From nearby, a scream caught his ear. It was uttered by the man with the large sword he’d come to save.

He had also been hit, and the poison had taken its toll. His mind moved slowly, and his ability to react had dulled. He felt like he was trying to move through a thick sludge. How could he protect himself from the captain and Squall if he could barely move?

Thud!

He fell to the ground. Squall buried his two short swords in the man’s chest. The captain followed up by beheading him with his glaive. His head rolled away, staring into the void with glassy eyes. Buzzard saw this and backed away, looking for a means of escape as Squall and the captain turned towards him. Barb had also risen back to her feet, exorcist rod in hand. With Cloudhawk, that made four on one. He was surrounded on all sides.

Cloudhawk didn’t hurry to continue the fight. His voice was cold as he spoke through the mask. “Buzzard, surrender. It’s pointless to keep fighting.”

Cloudhawk held no ill will towards the Dark Atom. He didn’t want to offend potential allies if he didn’t have to. If Buzzard surrendered, perhaps he could find a way to let him go without anyone knowing. It was better than burning the bridge entirely.

“Boss Buzzard, Run!”

A figure sporting numerous wounds broke through a circle of soldiers. His abdomen was torn open, and his guts had begun to spill out, but he fought on with a furious madness. He threw open his cloak to reveal a vest that was covered in sections of pipe.

Such were the men recommended by the old man. They were wounded, dying, and surrounded by the enemy. But, the cruelty of fire knew no morals, and they would die together with their enemies if it came to that.

The guard captain and Squall stared in shock. It gave Buzzard just enough leeway to leap up and over the weakest one of his opponents, Squall.

“Skycloud dogs! Tonight, we die together!”

The man covered in explosives grinned in satisfaction once Buzzard broke free. At least his death would mean a brother of the Dark Atom would live on. It was a worthy death. He gripped the detonator in his hand, thumb hovering over the button as a fervent madness took over his face. He ran at Cloudhawk.

Fifteen meters! Ten!

The fat captain didn’t know how to stop him.

A standard explosive with a fuse was easy enough – just extinguish it. However, the suicide vest this one wore just needed a half second for him to push the button. All he needed was to get close enough.

A black staff whistled through the air. With a sickening thud and a pathetic gurgle, the tri-edged point of the staff slipped through the man’s throat.

Barb roared at him, “You piece of shit, you think you can take out the senior? You’re dying all by yourself, douchebag!”

Cloudhawk grabbed her and yanked her backward. “Move!”

As his consciousness began to slip away, the suicide bomber used the last of his strength to press the button. The resulting explosion was deafening. The Sandbar shook, and fragile mud houses blocks away shook apart. The center of the detonation was a scene of absolute catastrophe.

The bomber was more than just a mindless criminal!

Many were blown back or knocked to the ground. Even Cloudhawk toppled over in a blind daze. He had been closest to the blast radius so the impact had rattled his brain, and he was slow to recover.

The bomber’s suicide run nearly knocked their leader out. The guard captain gathered some men and raced to where Cloudhawk lay. No one gave consideration to the possibility that there may be someone else in the warehouse – the man with the goatee.

His eyes were red. Tears were streaming down his cheeks.

Dead. All dead. They had been his faithful men, loyal and full of potential. Not a single one of them had been spared by these murderous scumbags. It was like a knife to his heart.

The soldiers were still recovering from the sudden and violent actions of the suicide bomber. Buzzard managed to knock two aside, slipping past them and back inside for the old rebel.

He’d grown weak. The poison was in full effect. “It’s no good. We’ve got to go!”

“We can’t both escape. I’ll stay behind and fend them off. You need to escape!”

“No, you get out of here and I’ll keep them off your back!”

“There’s no time for this!” The old man glared at Buzzard through red, puffy eyes. “Do not forget your mission. You need to bring that intelligence back to our leader. Go quickly! Otherwise, the boys’ deaths were for nothing!”

Buzzard stared back for a few moments, fighting to make a decision. He gritted his teeth against the bitter knowledge that nothing he said was going to change what happened here. He did the only thing expected from a man and made him a promise, “We will win. So long as I breathe and there’s blood in my veins, I will kill every last one of these bastards. I promise you’ll get vengeance.”

The old man answered with a sad smile, “It’s a shame I won’t see your grand work for myself. Take care of yourself.”

Buzzard’s powerful legs were back in motion, sending him into the protective embrace of the night.

“Goddamnit! That bastard got away!”

“There’s still one in here! Get him. Find out what he knows!”

The man with the goatee stood calmly in the face of the approaching soldiers. Determination burned in his eyes as he pulled out a weapon from his belt with his right hand. It was a gun, something like a handgun, but its barrel was about the width of a child’s arm.

BANG!

The head of one of the soldiers exploded like an overripe watermelon. The old man’s gun had blown it to pieces.

The unfortunate soldiers’ companions stopped and stared in shocked horror. They thought he was a weak old man, not some deadly marksman. They wouldn’t have run at him directly if they’d known. As they reassessed the situation, the old man went on the move, for he knew his death was at hand. It gave him the courage to do what he had to.

The old man stepped over the corpse of his first victim and lifted his gun again. This time, it was pointed at Cloudhawk who had just staggered back onto his feet. He still hadn’t recovered from the shock of the blast, much less gotten his bearings in the haze the explosion left behind. Cloudhawk couldn’t see him, but the moment the barrel was leveled his way, the familiar itch of danger filled his mind.

Not good! It was too late to get out of the way!

The old man was an accomplished marksman. He took all his rage, sadness, and regret and focused it through the barrel of his gun as he pulled the trigger. The bullet tore out of the barrel right for Cloudhawk. Time seemed to hang on this instant when suddenly, a portly but agile figure flung itself in front of the young wastelander.

Bang!

The guard captain’s glaive shattered, followed by the chest piece of his armor. Blood erupted from his wound and filled his mouth as he hit the ground.

Why did he do it? The captain couldn’t say. He just… reacted.

Even as the bullet ripped his insides apart, there was no fear. In fact, he felt pride. This was a death fit for a soldier.

He gave his life fighting the hated Dark Atom. What’s more, he sacrificed his own humble existence so that an honorable demon hunter could continue the good work. It was the greatest moment in all his years in this world. 

Death wasn’t anything to be afraid of. To die for faith was to die with no regrets.

His men raced over to where he lay, trying to put pressure on the gaping wound in his chest to stem the flow of flood. Nothing they did could stop the red tide as it bubbled from him, sprinkling their faces. Hot tears mingled with the blood of their leader. “Captain!”

Cloudhawk simply stood there in shocked dismay.

The guard captain took a bullet for him.

The old man’s hand cannon could only fire two rounds before needing to be reloaded. Both were spent, so he could not defend himself when a soldier came and smashed his weapon against his skull. The old man was knocked senseless.

Cloudhawk kneeled by the captain who was fighting for his final breaths. “Why did you do that?”

The fat man struggled to keep his eyes open, gasping as his lungs filled with blood. But, his pudgy face split in a smile. “I’m a soldier.”

That’s what a soldier was: a defender. Protecting whatever he could was his duty.

“A group like the Dark Atom will never give up. They’re always planning some way to destroy the holy city, to kill as many people as they can.” The captain grabbed Cloudhawk’s arm with his blood-soaked hand. “I’m done, but sir… your shoulders carry the heavy burden. You have to stop them. Protect our people. Protect our land…”

As Cloudhawk stared at the soldier, tenacious even in his final moments, his heart was heavy. These soldiers didn’t know they were just tools. From the start, they were so grateful to him. He couldn’t accept their faith or trust.

“Knives, do me a favor,” the captain said to the soldier with the broken nose. He took his hand and fixed him with a solemn stare like it was the most important thing in the world. “When I die, send my body back home… Bring me back to my mother. Remember to tell her I died bravely. I wasn’t an embarrassment…”

Knives rubbed the tears from his eyes. “Captain… I’ll remember.”

“I think she’ll be proud of me.” He smiled. It was a smile full of self-satisfaction. “Thank you, sir… for giving me the chance… to go home with honor. If there’s a next life… I’ll make sure to pay… you back.”

The guard captain’s eyes slipped shut.


13 / Arrangements Made


The biggest difference between the Elysian lands and the wastelands wasn’t the landscape. It was the people – the fact that anyone born in one place or the other was fundamentally raised differently, right down to their bones. Wastelanders were forced to consider survival above everything else, no matter the means, and they accomplished that by succumbing to materialistic instinct. Conversely, Elysians were born into a life of plenty where they could follow the pursuits of faith and honor.

Honor wasn’t a concept Cloudhawk had fully come to understand yet.

Therefore, he didn’t understand why the guard captain would choose to die out here without compromising it and be returned to his family. He didn’t know how these men could indiscriminately slaughter thousands of innocent wastelanders, but selflessly sacrifice their own lives for their companions. They lived under the grace of the gods, never wanting for food or clothing, their minds filled with firm conviction and faith. The Elysians were always ready for any chance to show their honor and worth.

Family, love, friends – even life. When placed before the altar of glory and faith, they were easily sacrificed. It was the root of the Elysians’ strength, this conviction, and it protected them from the evils of the world.

Hundreds of thousands of soldiers just like this protected the holy lands, making it impregnable and unshakable. How could an organization like the Dark Atom hope to win?

He just couldn’t understand and could only stand there, stunned.

The captain’s soldiers carried him away. The others spread out to search the area.

“Sir! There were eight Dark Atom agents. One escaped, one survived, and six more were killed.”

They had lost five soldiers, and three more were critically wounded. Six managed to escape the skirmish in decent shape. Three of that group began looking through the corpses for any important information, and the remaining three set about rummaging through the warehouse.

“We found a small hidden room while looking through the warehouse. There are fifteen canisters of what we think are poison gas.”

Cloudhawk led Barb and Squall into the warehouse. Inside, they found a dozen or so glass containers in a secret room, just as the soldiers said. A nasty green liquid sloshed inside, bubbling constantly like it was just looking for an excuse to detonate.

“I think I read about something like this in a book. They called it Green Nightmare. It’s a toxic chemical. Supposedly, it’s made from refined parts of wastelands animals and evaporates at room temperature into a toxic cloud. It’s really nasty stuff. If these canisters broke, they’d probably kill everyone in the Sandbar!” Barb was surprised to find such dangerous materials here. She patted her full chest to restrain her beating heart. “Damn, that’s no joke. If the rebels had used this, we would all be dead!”

Soldiers within earshot heard this and felt a chill run up their spines. The spies were more dangerous than they’d thought!

No one rushed to handle the canisters for fear a single slip up could kill them all. Only Squall kept groping around. He spotted an inconspicuous dark case nearby.

“Hey, look at this!” He’d opened the case and pulled out a sheet of parchment. “This looks like Skycloud City, doesn’t it?”

The others gathered around.

It was indeed a blueprint of Skycloud City, and it was drawn with an impressive amount of detail.

“All this poison and a picture of Skycloud… what were they planning?”

“Whatever it was, it was nothing good.”

“Give it to me. I need to look it over.” Cloudhawk took it from Squall. Was this the information Adder was looking for? No, not likely. He’d told Cloudhawk he was looking for a map. He ordered them to keep looking. “Spread out. We’re looking for a map. Give it to me if you find anything.”

The soldiers continued to sift through the warehouse’s contents.

Three minutes later, one of them called out, “Sir, I think I found it!”

Cloudhawk went to the soldier who called out and took the map from him. It had been found on the body of the man with the goatee. It was old, and judging by the texture, it was made from high-grade mutant animal leather. Cloudhawk couldn’t make heads or tails of it. On one side was a mountain range, and on the other was a mess of letters and symbols that made little sense.

Strange.

It was a map, but there wasn’t any sort of label or identifying marks.

Barb crept over and – curiosity getting the better of her – snuck a peak. She wrinkled her nose in thought and then looked at Cloudhawk. “What’s this weird thing?”

“I’m taking this with me. It involves my mission, so make sure you keep the information under wraps. We need to make sure no one finds it. Do you understand?”

“Yes, sir!”

Somehow, the ragged map was involved with the demon hunter’s mission? They didn’t understand how exactly, but they were too lazy to puzzle it out. Cloudhawk took it and the blueprints for himself. The mission was done, and although there was still cleanup to do, everyone had been wounded to some degree during the skirmish. The rest could be handled by their superiors.

When Cloudhawk returned to the bar, he found Old Thistle and Asha anxiously waiting.

Old Thistle stopped fiddling with his bracelet when Cloudhawk approached and heaved a sigh. “I heard…”

“It’s done.” Cloudhawk nodded. “Squall was a great help. His actions will go a long way. I’m sure Skycloud City will reward him for his efforts.”

Old Thistle let out a long breath. In the end, it’d been more fear than danger. He’d made the right call.

Adder approached the bar with a drink in his hand. “I was right about you. I’m surprised you got it done so quickly.”

“You said simple and you were right.” Cloudhawk turned to him and placed the map on the bar top. Sarcasm and no small amount of irritation dripped from his answer. “Here’s what you wanted. I hope you weren’t bullshitting me.”

“You worked hard. Have a drink.” Adder didn’t display an ounce of guilt. He pushed the glass in front of Cloudhawk in return for the map. As he looked it over, his pupils contracted and his brows pressed together while he muttered almost to himself, “Hm… encrypted. The guy was careful. It’ll take time to break his code.”

His reaction proved to Cloudhawk that this was the map he was looking for. Where did this guy come from? What did he want the map for?

Adder lightly clapped his hands and a pair of servants brought Asha over to him. He ruffled her hair affectionately. “Alright little one, starting today you can consider me your adopted father. As long as you’re here in the Sandbar, I won’t let anyone bother you. What do you say?”

Asha’s eyes flashed toward Cloudhawk for a moment before she answered, “Alright!”

Adder was a mysterious man. His name smacked of wastelander style, but he wasn’t from there. Did he come from Skycloud? That didn’t seem likely either. If he were, none of what he was doing made much sense.

Thus, maybe he was a true citizen of the borderlands. In reality, where he came from didn’t matter. Cloudhawk didn’t care as long as he kept his promise to look after Asha.

She was just a simple girl. Adder had no reason to cause trouble by going back on his word.

At last, Cloudhawk could put down one of the worries he carried in his heart. He took Asha outside so they could speak alone and asked her straight, “Are you sure you want to stay here? You still have time to change your mind.”

“No, I’ve already decided that I want to stay here. Boss Adder looks like a reliable man.” Asha looked back at him, her eyes filled with appreciation. “Thank you. Without your help, I wouldn’t have made it here.”

“I have to take some responsibility for Coppertooth’s death. In a way, it was my fault. I owed you.”

However, she shook her head. “You can’t be blamed for what happened to Coppertooth. That was our life.”

“It’s all in the past now.” Cloudhawk looked up at the dark sky, stars reflected in his eyes. “I’ll be leaving soon. I wish you a long and peaceful life.”

Asha nodded. Suddenly, she felt a great sadness… but she knew her place. Her fate was here in Sandbar Outpost.

Cloudhawk left her and made his way towards a hotel. Along the way, he heard the sound of rhythmic footsteps on pavement – a contingent of soldiers, about fifty of them, was approaching, clad in Skycloud armor. He paused when he saw them but kept his composure. They had to have heard the news.

Their destination was the temporary military station.

Cloudhawk watched from outside as the captain’s right-hand man, Knives, and several of the guards led a withered old man to meet them. He knew what fate was in store for the rebel. Skycloud’s soldiers would use every method they knew to torture him until he drew his final breath.

An unavoidable pang crept into Cloudhawk’s chest.

Dark Atom or Skycloud City, who was to say which was good or bad? Could either be called innocent? Cloudhawk knew so little of the world, but he’d already come to some understanding about its nature.

The cruel reality was that to get to the top, you had to build a path with the bodies of the dead, using their blood as mortar. It was true whether for a single man or a whole organization. None of that interested Cloudhawk. He didn’t want to reach the top. He only wanted somewhere safe and quiet to live the rest of his life.

The cries that came out of the guard station were like poison spikes penetrating Cloudhawk’s ears.

He pressed his hands to the side of his head to try and block them out. He fled to his lodgings like a defeated soldier. With heaving breaths, he stood before a mirror and slowly pulled off his mask. An immature and handsome face looked back at him.

Cloudhawk hadn’t yet reached the age of sixteen, but he looked older than his years. He’d lived in an unforgiving environment that forced him to grow up, but more than that, the last half a year had changed him.

He’d accepted Adder’s mission because he felt indebted to Coppertooth and wanted to find somewhere safe for Asha. Finally, that due was paid, but it was paid with blood. To Cloudhawk, it felt like a hand from the darkness was pushing him forward, and no matter how he struggled, he couldn’t escape its grip. All he could do was keep his eyes open.

Was this fate?

Bang!

Cloudhawk was disgusted by the face in the mirror. He put his fist through it, and the handsome features shattered into a million glittering pieces. Blood was left behind, smeared across the center, but Cloudhawk didn’t feel a thing. He took one look at the hotel bed and instead chose to curl up in a corner.

A comfortable bed didn’t make him feel safe.

The corner, with walls at his back, was a much sweeter place to lay his head.


14 / Moving On


Cloudhawk didn’t leave his room.

Meanwhile, the military started its investigation.

The guard captain’s men were explicitly warned not to put Cloudhawk in their report. He was erased. Squall was given the honor of being the one to discover the spies, and Barb was said to be the one who led their team. The captain and his people were the ones who executed the operation.

Cloudhawk was also cautious. Since he’d never been to Skycloud or met Governor Arcturus, he couldn’t reveal his identity. Otherwise, he would just create more problems for himself. Breaking up a spy ring was certainly a meritorious act, but compared to what he’d already accomplished, it wasn’t worthy of mentioning.

He decided to wait for a little while before setting out again.

A clamor from outside woke him up. Someone was screaming up and down the streets of the Sandbar, 

“Burn him! Burn the blasphemer!”

Cloudhawk went in search of the source of the ruckus along with several others. A group of soldiers was escorting an elderly man with a goatee, whose ragged clothes barely left him his dignity. They paraded him around the outpost before stopping in the center of town where a stake rose from the ground.

Was this to be his execution? There wasn’t any fuel around the stake for a pyre.

A crowd of all sorts began to gather. They pointed at the condemned, excited because a spectacle like this was rare in the Sandbar. There was a peculiar figure among the others who was clad in a long black cloak. He was tall and imposing, making him easy to pick out from the masses. Physically, he didn’t look much different from anyone else, but there was something about his bearing that made the people around him unconsciously keep their distance.

Adder. He’d come to join in the merriment?

“Hey man, you finally show your face.” Squall spotted Cloudhawk and trotted over. “This isn’t something you wanted to miss, eh?”

“What’s going on?”

Squall sighed. “He’s one tough old man. They questioned him for thirty hours, but he never said a word. They’re afraid his body isn’t going to last much longer, so they decided to execute him publicly.”

Cloudhawk looked back towards the old man and saw the marks of torture all over his withered body. All of his fingernails had been pulled off, and his hands were badly mutilated. Wounds covered him from head to toe, and blood had turned his grey robes brown.

They got nothing, so they were just going to kill him? This was a dangerous criminal. Shouldn’t they bring him before a judge? Did they really just execute people here? It seemed extraordinary, but he didn’t ask about it.

A man in a red cloak stepped forward carrying a book. With solemn countenance, he looked down upon the old man who could barely stand. Before the eager crowds, he announced the man’s crimes, revealing him as a member of the Dark Atom terror organization. He was accused of spying for them here in the Sandbar for years and supplying them with weapons as well as planning terrorist attacks against the people.

As the man in red pronounced his judgment, the old man’s expression never changed. From beginning to end, he smirked, blood dripping from the corners of his mouth. He had no fear even when facing imminent death.

The holy man stood before the rebel and shouted over the din with a thunderous voice, “Do you repent your sins!?”

“What sins have I committed?” He remained calm as the specter of death descended upon him. Closing his eyes, the old man responded in an ice-cold voice, “I’ve committed no sin!”

The man in red’s voice was equally callous. “You gathered prohibited goods, cavorted with the Dark Atom, performed evil research, and yet you claim not to have blasphemed against the will of the gods?!”

The rebel coughed though the effort clearly pained him. His bloodstained goatee quivered. “I studied science. I search for the truth! Is science heresy? Is truth a sin against your gods?”

“The accused is unrepentant!” The man in red’s voice was thick with condescension. “The gods have taught us that it is our desires that are the source of ruin! Desire and greed are the shackles that chain us to a past of calamity. There is no path forward, and to either side lies an eternity of damnation. A faithless heretic like you has no thoughts for anything but your own interests. You care not for the peace of the world. You tread a path of self-destruction, and as a representative of the gods, it is my duty to purge this dangerous element from our midst!”

“Purify him!”

“Purify him!”

The crowd raised its bloodthirsty voice, calling for a spectacle.

“Magnificent gods above, hear our prayers…” The evangelist opened the large volume in his hands and, in a low and solemn voice, began to read. The prose was lengthy and verbose. Eventually, he reached the end, “May the holy fires, birthed from the vaulted halls of heaven, descend to cleanse the soul of the unbelievers!”

The man with the goatee suddenly began to struggle. His face twisted in agony and desperation as the onlookers stared in speechless awe.

The old man erupted into a column of white fire. The flames were not inflicted upon him from without but burned from within. Soon, the sickening smell of burning flesh permeated the square.

“Why do you fear science? Why do you fear truth?!”

“What makes you think you’re so righteous and noble?!”

“There are no gods here! It’s a lie. It’s all a hoax! We have no gods, but that does not mean we have no faith!”

“I will wait in the fires of hell for you and your gods. I will watch from the blaze as your magnificent churches and opulent palaces collapse. My curses will be in every lick of flame, haunting you until the end of days!”

The old man’s hysterical denunciations rang in everyone’s ears and made their hairs stand on end. But, no matter the strength of his will, his body could not resist the hungering flames. When the holy retribution ceased, there was nothing left that resembled a man. All that remained was a pile of ash. It was if there had never been anyone there at all.

“May every soul who walks the wrong path be delivered unto salvation.” The evangelist looked into the sky with an expression of despair for the sins of mankind. He spoke solemnly to the others, “Humanity faced destruction thousands of years ago. Without the gods, there wouldn’t even be an inch of sanctified land for us to enjoy. Without the gods, our pitiful species would have collapsed under the weight of evil. Without the gods, we would be the slaves of demons. All of our power, our cities, our land, our faith, our glory, our food, and our water – all of it was bestowed upon us by the grace of gods! But more than that, they have shown us the proper way.”

The man in red continued to expound upon the glory of the gods.

“The gods are great because they demand nothing of you. They do not interfere with your lives. They are great, they are light, they are righteousness, and they are purity!” His voice was loud and crystal clear, ringing through the air with dauntless conviction. “Please, steel your faith! When believers draw their final breaths, their souls are conveyed to the holy mountain where they will forever bask in the holy splendor of our benefactors. Blasphemers, however, can expect nothing except purification by holy fire!”

A great and inscrutable power swept through the crowd, making them shiver. Many fell to their knees in devotion.

Their faces were awash with piety and hysteria. The agnostics even gave obeisance to the faith for fear of consequences. Once the evangelist finished the execution, a flock of guards surrounded him, and he left. The crowds, however, remained to pray and offer thanks unto the gods.

Cloudhawk watched the man leave. “That’s…”

Squall was surprised. “You don’t know? They are from the Crimson Church.”

The Crimson Church was a church in the borderlands that believed in the gods of the Elysian lands. In their zealous devotion, they erected temples to the glory of the holy pantheon. In order to support religious doctrine in these heathen lands, the Elysians backed their existence. So long as one didn’t offend certain basic principles, any organization could claim to be affiliated.

There were churches that worshipped many gods, and there some that worshipped only a few. The faithful came in many different varieties, so most of the holy organizations had different doctrines. Most of the faithful worshipped in accordance with their professions and stations in life.

For instance, the Church of the Artisan worshiped the Smith, god of craftsmen. Members of that church were architects, carpenters, or jewelry makers. The Smith was the most creative of the gods, and it was said that the equipment of the holy warriors – from their resplendent armor to their godly weapons – were manufactured through methods taught to them by the Smith. Thus, it was expected that their churches were filled with people plying related trades.

One church worshipped many gods, and a god could be worshipped by many churches. That was standard practice. 

The Crimson Church was a new organization here in the borderlands. Their bishop was called the Crimson One, which gave the organization its name. The gods they served were gods of punishment and absolution, so they often advocated for the purification of blasphemers whenever they were found. They were active in the borderlands, spreading the gospel of their faith and delivering punishment unto heretics.

Cloudhawk couldn’t understand the methods these Elysians used. What were the gods, really?

Cloudhawk had never met one. Hell, he figured ninety-nine percent of Elysians hadn’t either. Most of what people knew about the gods were essentially just guesses. The mysterious race of supreme beings was more legend than anything. None had been seen in years. However, Cloudhawk had met the creatures they’d fought against: the demons. He’d even killed one. Thus, as far as Cloudhawk was concerned, these gods and demons were just stronger species.

What right did they have to demand such faith from humans?

“The Crimson One established the Crimson Church about ten years ago, and they’ve already become one of the most influential churches in the holy lands.” Squall pressed his hands together before him in reverence. “They summon ‘Castigation’ from heaven that causes unbelievers to spontaneously burn. Thinking about it makes my skin crawl.”

“Castigation.’”

Cloudhawk sneered behind his mask. These guys were making a fool of the public by making a simple thing sound much more mysterious than it was.

Just before the old man burned, Cloudhawk felt a flutter. It was a vibration typical people couldn’t feel or hear. Cloudhawk was possibly the only person with the skill to sense it – it was a relic!

The thing they called Castigation, that holy fire? It didn’t come from any god. It was someone secretly attacking the old man. It was nothing more than a lie to make people believe they had a god’s ear!

As he pondered this, Cloudhawk lifted his head and looked across the crowd. Adder was looking back at him, and their eyes met across a distance of several meters – colliding like two swords and spewing sparks. The mysterious man nodded and shot him an intriguing smile before disappearing into the flowing press of people.

Cloudhawk didn’t want to meddle in things that weren’t his business. The Dark Atom probably knew who he was by now, so it wasn’t wise to linger much longer in the Sandbar. The longer he stuck around, the more likely Dark Atom assassins would come looking for revenge. He didn’t want to imagine how an encounter like that would go. Adder was cunning and wise to not get directly involved. Besides the possibility of bringing the ire of the holy city down on his head, he had to know the Dark Atom would make anyone who was part of this business pay.

Things had become dangerous. He couldn’t stay here.

It was time to go. He had to move on!


15 / Departure


Bloomnettle Company was gathered and ready to be on their way. Old Thistle had finished everything he’d set out to do in Sandbar Outpost. Now, it was time to set off for Skycloud City. Members of the merchant company busily transferred goods to the cart while Cloudhawk watched from the side, face hidden behind his mask.

He’d been stuck here for some time. Finally, it was time to go.

“Hey man, were you really planning on leaving without saying a word?” Squall hurried over to Cloudhawk. “Come with me. Someone wants to see you. I think you’ll appreciate it.”

“Who?”

“Stop wasting time with questions. You’ll see when we get there!”

Squall was a playful sort. He was not too serious, but there was something strange about his expression. Cloudhawk noted it before following him towards a small barracks. Squall entered first and shouted a greeting.

A moment later, several soldiers appeared carrying a sedan chair. It was a simple and crude thing with no covering, just a seat that could be lifted up. Seated on it was a familiar chubby figure. He wasn’t a noble-looking sort despite his royal treatment, and his wounds were so serious that he could hardly move.

Cloudhawk’s eyes went wide. “You’re not dead?”

“That’s right!” The guard captain was covered in medicated bandages and stared at Cloudhawk with his beady eyes. He looked just as puzzled and shook his head. “I don’t get it either.”

When he jumped in front of Cloudhawk, the rebel’s bullet first shot through his weapon and then his breastplate. Presumably, that greatly reduced its momentum. In addition, Skycloud armor was designed to diffuse impact force. In the end, although the wound was ugly, it wasn’t as bad as they thought.

After he’d lost consciousness, they brought him to a military doctor who went to work. Thankfully, he was saved. It was not easy, surviving such a nasty blow. But, the results could hardly have been better. They killed six rebels and captured one, found the materials essential to a chemical attack, foiled a catastrophic assault on Skycloud, and eradicated a dangerous terrorist cell. When the guard captain went back to the holy lands, he would be promoted to some mid-level officer position, and his men were going with him.

And all of it was thanks to the mysterious demon hunter. The fat man was determined to find him and offer thanks one more time before he disappeared into the sunset.

The fat man’s death had weighed heavily on Cloudhawk, but seeing him alive relieved him of that burden. He’d used them for his own ends, but they were rewarded for it. That made them even.

The guard captain continued, “Your humble servant’s name is Hammont Seacrest, but the honorable demon hunter can just call me ‘Hammy’. It’s my dream to be a general one day, and you had the grace to push me in that direction. If at any time in the future you should need this simple man’s services, just say the word. Doesn’t matter if it’s to walk across a mountain of fire or a field of blades, I’ll do my duty.”

Hammy spoke with an unmistakable strength of conviction. He wasn’t being polite. This was a sacred soldier’s pledge.

Cloudhawk responded with a silent nod. He wished him a speedy recovery and then bid him and his men farewell. The soldiers grinned wryly at the demon hunter’s aloof nature.

Squall strode beside Cloudhawk with his hands tucked in his pockets. He muttered enigmatically at the ground as they headed back. “He isn’t the sharpest blade in the armory, but the captain’s a good guy. Why didn’t you accept his pledge?”

Cloudhawk didn’t answer.

The captain was a simple sort, but his trust and worship of Cloudhawk were built on his respect for demon hunters. If he discovered what he thought he knew was a lie – that the demon hunter was actually a wastelander with the blood of several soldiers and a real demon hunter on his hands – what would he think then?

Hammy’s appreciation was for a demon hunter. Cloudhawk wasn’t one. How could he accept it when it was all a lie from the beginning?

Cloudhawk didn’t want to live the rest of his life behind a mask. He eventually wanted to take the thing off and expose his real face to the world. If the day came when they met again eye-to-eye, who could say if they would be friends? Cloudhawk didn’t want these men to know the real him. They didn’t need to dust the way. They didn’t need to make him any promises. Let them keep their illusions of the benevolent demon hunter.

“Sir! Wait for me!”

They hadn’t gotten far from the barracks before Cloudhawk heard a voice from far away. By the time the last word was uttered, though, its owner was only a few meters away. The short-haired woman was moving fast. She’d changed her clothes and now wore fresh demon hunter armor with an Elysian bow strung across her back and a short sword strapped to her waist. Her coin purse clinked loudly with every stride. By the time she reached him, her pale face was excited and flushed.

After relinquishing all the praise for the mission he led, Barb and the others were richly rewarded in his stead. Her fancy new equipment was newly purchased. She now looked like an honest-to-goodness demon hunter.

“Why didn’t you say you were leaving?” she asked between puffing breaths. “You weren’t even going to tell me! That’s going too far, sir.”

The new demon hunter had benefited quite a lot from Cloudhawk and his mission. Her appreciation was evident. Barb was different from Hammy because she was more than thankful. She worshipped what she thought was a senior of her order.

Cloudhawk looked at the bold young woman, and for reasons unknown, she reminded him of someone. Someone he remembered fondly but sadly had to bury in the middle of Greenland Outpost with his own hands. One more grave amidst countless thousands in the wastelands.

Yeah… she was a lot like Artemis.

But, she was still constrained by the laws of her order. She didn’t have the wildness or surliness of his dead friend, but she had a quicker wit. Unfortunately, they came from different worlds so a friendship was out of the question.

A woman’s eyes were often described as twinkling like the stars. Barb’s burned like a supernova. “Sir, I want to come with you!”

Cloudhawk shot her a sideways glance, his eyes as calm and inscrutable as an ancient well. His response was cold and distant. “And do what?”

“I want to follow in your footsteps, be your disciple!”

“Absolutely not!”

Having been dismissed out of hand, she grew desperate and irritated. She pressed her hands together pleadingly. “I have some money now. I can pay my own way. I can even pay for you to teach me! Please take me on missions with you. I’m not strong, but I promise I won’t hold you back! Please!”

Cloudhawk was already getting impatient. “I said no. That means no!”

Barb’s eyes dimmed like frosted glass at the break of dawn. It made sense. It certainly wasn’t hard for a man like him to find willing disciples. She was just a greenhorn of low birth, was not especially skilled, and had no background to draw on. What right did she have to ask him to take her on as a student?

“Everyone has his own road to follow. You shouldn’t try to imitate someone else. You’ve got talent. You just need to reach your potential. I’m confident that one day, you’ll make a fierce demon hunter.”

His words shook her to her core. Barb lifted her head to look at the taciturn senior demon hunter.

Cloudhawk didn’t know why he said that. He didn’t even really understand what he was spouting. He shook his head, waved farewell, and began to leave.

“Thank you, sir. I will become a demon hunter as fierce as you say!” She held out a clenched fist towards Cloudhawk’s retreating form. “Could you tell me your real name? Maybe we’ll meet again.”

“If fate decides we should meet again, that’ll be the time for you to learn my name.”

Barb was unsatisfied with the answer but didn’t press further.

She saw Cloudhawk as a dignified and shrewd senior. If he didn’t want to share his name, there had to be a reason. She knew that demon hunters were often sent on secret missions and knew how they were expected to perform, so she thought she understood Cloudhawk’s choices.

Squall walked along beside Cloudhawk and found the whole thing funny. No one else had seen his real face. He thought he knew the situation as clear as day.

This guy wasn’t a senior demon hunter. He was at least three years younger than Squall. He was just an immature kid, yet he was able to put on a show that convinced the merchant’s son.

What was his life like before? What was it about him that gave people this feeling?

Squall broke the silence, “Are you going to say goodbye to Asha?”

“No, it’ll just make her more upset. She’s got a job and Adder’s protection. No one would dare bother her. My wish for her is a long and quiet life here.”

He met her out in the wastelands, and they traveled together for almost a month. He saw her like a little sister. She was the only person around him who knew his face, who knew who he was.

He really did wish her a good life. Cloudhawk didn’t know if he’d ever see her again.

Fate was like a surging river, and all living things were just things caught in its current. Sometimes, fate’s waters smashed two unrelated things together and then tore them apart, thrusting each into a new and unknown world. The depths of the river were vast and inscrutable. No one knew what was around the next bend. Sometimes, when two people floating on the waters split, they separated forever.

Bloomnettle Company was almost ready to depart. Single-horned horses strained against carts laden with goods. Cloudhawk sat in the gently-rocking cart with his eyes closed, pondering matters. Perhaps he didn’t consider that fate was sometimes like a petulant child that pulled him along an unpredictable path.

At the gates of Sandbar Outpost.

A frail and pretty girl stood by the exit, watching the carts rumble into the distance through teary eyes. Her tiny hands were folded in front of her in perhaps the last time she would ever pray.

“Gods, if you’re really out there, if you really are kind, if you can really hear me… please take care of Cloudhawk. Keep him safe.”


16 / Skycloud, the Holy City


Cloudhawk traveled with the Bloomnettle Merchant Company North for a few days before they reached their destination.

“Everyone off, get ready for inspection. We’re about to pass into the Elysian lands.”

The caravan guard sounded exhausted. It was to be expected after so long on the road. However, besides exhaustion, there was relief in his voice. Cloudhawk felt the cart slow, so he pulled open the door and joined the others outside. He still wore his mask but had changed into more presentable clothing. At least, he didn’t look like a beggar anymore.

No sooner had Cloudhawk’s feet touched the grassy ground than his eyes were struck by the scene before him. They were passing through an enormous canyon with towering mountains on either side. They rose so high that it was like their peaks were piercing the heavens. They were tall enough that their peaks were obscured by clouds. The canyon itself was dim since no direct light could reach them.

Cloudhawk had never seen majestic mountains like this his entire life, but that wasn’t what gripped him. His eyes were pasted to the fifty-meter-tall wall before them that blocked their path. The thick wall was different from the ancient mountains on either side. It glowed with a dark gold metallic light like it was made from the precious stuff.

It was absolutely huge! The people he saw walking along the ramparts looked as small as ants.

This was the great wall of the Elysian lands, one mountain pass among many bestrewn throughout the area that connected the lofty mountains to one another. It sprawled across the land culminating in a giant circle that acted as the border of the Elysian lands. Everything inside was the realm of the gods. Wastelanders never crossed over. No measure of force could breach the impregnable walls. To the people of the Elysian lands, their great wall was their greatest defense against the evils of the outside world.

Each pass was guarded by a thousand soldiers.

Bloomnettle Company, as borderland merchants, had special permission to come and go as needed. However, each time they passed the walls, they had to allow their goods to be inspected. The soldiers had strict orders not to let any Elysian goods leave their borders or allow any banned substances from outside to get in – including any suspicious persons. Their insurmountable walls and strict inspection protocols ensured the Elysian lands stayed safe.

There was no question they would find Cloudhawk.

He leaned on his disguise as a demon hunter. He made sure to find a reason to show off his token and his ability to use relics. As far as these soldiers knew, there had never been a wastelander who had the power of a demon hunter, much less carried a token of the high order. Thus, no one gave him any trouble and instead treated him with the utmost respect.

Getting here sure as hell wasn’t easy! Without the Bloodsoaked Queen’s token, he wouldn’t have been allowed to take a single step inside. Now, he finally understood why the Queen had laughed at his determination to get here.

He passed inspection and traversed the mighty wall, finally emerging out onto the other side. When he did, it suddenly felt like he’d crossed over into another world. Everywhere he looked, the ground was carpeted in green grass and pockets of wildflowers. The mountainsides were thick with trees. Everything was so vibrant, so alive.

Two worlds, separated by one wall.

All the life in the world seemed to be concentrated here. The vast terrain he’d come from was barren and toxic, while before him stretched rolling green hills and a climate perfectly suited for comfort. He wouldn’t have believed it except here it was in front of him. There was no natural explanation that could account for such a dramatic change.

Each seedling was blessed here, fated to grow tall and bear fruit, whereas if it had been unlucky enough to exist outside the walls, it would die before night fell on the first day.

They were only separated by a hundred meters or so. Only a hundred meters made all the difference.

It was like a line of judgment, a wall where life and death were determined, the border between heaven and hell. The walls encircled an area of hundreds of thousands of square meters where some supernatural power beyond the scope of human comprehension brought the blasted landscape back from desecration. It stood in defiance of the wastelands on all sides and refused to be swallowed by its filth. No matter who you were, the stark difference would shake you to the core. What could be responsible for this but for a miracle handcrafted by the gods themselves?

But, Cloudhawk was surprised too early. Once Bloomnettle Company passed through the valley, they were met with a fleet of massive ships.

The exquisite vehicles were simple yet refined. Each one was a hundred meters long and was made of artfully carved wood. What really stunned Cloudhawk, though, was how the ships moved.

They didn’t float on water. No, instead, some inexplicable power lifted them up off the ground, suspending them in midair. They were all linked together, and people passed from one to the other using slides and suspension bridges, creating a floating, bustling town.

What was this place?! The shock Cloudhawk felt couldn’t be expressed in words.

And yet, to the Elysians, this was nothing to get excited about. In fact, no one seemed to pay it much attention.

Old Thistle hailed a hovering barge nearby. It floated down and opened its hull whereupon the merchants hustled aboard without a word. Cloudhawk figured this had to be a transportation hub of some kind. These artfully crafted, absolutely gigantic flying ships were a form of mass transit.

Cloudhawk was the farthest thing from a man of culture, but he got the basics.

But, how could a wooden boat fly? He couldn’t see any engines or devices that could explain it, much less a source of energy. What was making them rise off the ground? After asking roundabout questions, he discovered that the boats didn’t need any sort of energy at all. Whether they were in the air for ten years or a hundred, it didn’t cost them a drop of energy.

If the Elysians had this sort of technology, why didn’t they just take over the wastelands?

Eventually, Cloudhawk learned that the boats had to abide by stringent restrictions. The moment the ships, or in fact, ninety percent of the Elysians’ tools, left the holy lands, they lost their mystical abilities.

The boat they soared on now was such a tool. As long as it remained within the Elysian borders, it could go where it pleased without the need for any sort of energy, gas, wind, or manpower. Some mystical and unfathomable power kept it aloft.

Yet, if it tried to float over the walls, it wouldn’t get a meter into the wastelands before crashing into the earth. Even to this day, no one knew why. They just chalked it up to the mysterious and incomprehensible will of the gods. Just like how the wastelands were a place of jagged mountains and turbid water, the Elysian lands were the polar opposite – a mysterious and picturesque land of plenty.

The Elysian lands were a place that had clearly been blessed by the grace of the gods. It was a land filled with miracles. Be it the endless flora and fauna or the limitless energy, everything was beyond comprehension. It could only be explained through the lens of godly intervention.

Cloudhawk sat upon the boat as it soared through the heavens toward Skycloud City. The boat was quite fast, and he was told they would reach their destination in two days or so. He spent the time looking out over the sprawling horizon, constantly barraged by visions of harmonious and verdant landscapes. Sparkling rivers traced paths like silvery arteries to deliver life-giving water to every corner of the domain. 

It was intoxicating to behold. He was so enthralled that he hardly noticed the passage of time. 

On the dawn of the third day, one of the crew shouted out to the passengers, “Everyone out! We’ll be arriving in Skycloud City in twenty minutes!” [1]

The clouds were painted gold by the rising sun, and when they parted, a city was revealed that was more magnificent than anyone could imagine.

Cloudhawk raced to the deck where he stared in awe at what appeared before him. It was a belt of jewels suspended in the clouds. They were not real jewels, of course. It was actually a river that snaked across the clouds and tumbled from the sky. From deep in the clouds, water bubbled upwards in columns of silver springs. They gathered together into a waterfall which fell to the lakes beneath.

From a distance, all one could see was the waterfall tumbling from endless cloud-born springs. Upon getting closer, its raw power could be felt. It was like a hundred thousand water dragons roaring towards the earth. The source of the lakes below was this celestial waterfall, and the lake then split into rivers and tributaries to feed the entire basin. This was the source of all the land’s vitality. This was the heart of the holy domain.

A heavenly river! A heavenly waterfall!

It was the most incredible miracle in all the Elysian lands!

Cloudhawk was frozen solid, robbed of both his ability to move and think. His eyes played over the undulating surface of the lake that looked like a picture from some fairy paradise. Countless rainbows traced paths all around and there, on the banks, a city emerged.

It was a shimmering city of holy light with scores of ships coming and going. Thousands of magnificent boats crisscrossed around it. It seemed so full of life and exuberance. From overhead, Cloudhawk could see that every street, every building, every paving stone was perfectly and meticulously placed. It was like a dream.

Cloudhawk felt hot tears in his eyes.

Ten years. More than ten years!

All that time, he fought and struggled in the wastelands. Every day was a nightmare filled with fear and hopelessness. In his dreams, he’d longed for a place like this… just like this.

Were his dreams coming true?

Skycloud City. This was it, the most vibrant destination in the entire Skycloud Domain. [2] A paradise adrift in a sea of purulent wastelands.

“Hey, you alright?” Squall saw that Cloudhawk was shivering. He gave him a pat on the shoulder. “Get ready. The ship will be descending soon. We’ll bring you to the Governor’s mansion. Soon, you’ll get to meet the man and complete your mission.”

Cloudhawk was almost desperate to see every part of Skycloud City, but he couldn’t forget himself. Restraining his wildly beating heart, he followed Squall from the deck. The ship began to slow and coast towards the ground until eventually docking in its designated area. The hull opened up and the merchants disembarked in an orderly fashion, flooding out into the holy city.

1. For some reason, this reminded me of train travel through China. Some people love it. I did not. The two cheapest ways to get around are sleeper buses and sleeper trains. Sleeper buses… well, suffice to say, avoid them unless you wish to be intimately acquainted with the urine of a dozen or so other people. Maybe I’ll have a reason to share that story one day. Sleeper trains are boring as shit – nothing to do but stare out the window and smell everyone’s feet. For hours. Conductors show up twenty minutes or so before arriving at your destination and tell you to get moving, and if you’re too slow, they’ll just go to the next stop and make you pay for the return trip. If it isn’t clear, I’m not a fan of the “travel” part of traveling.

2. He makes the distinction here between city and domain. Skycloud is also the name of this whole area in addition to the city.


17 / Entering Skycloud City


Cloudhawk rode into Skycloud City inside a merchant’s cart.

Setting the stupendous and seemingly commonplace miracles aside, Skycloud was still an incredible city.

The buildings came in many styles. The ones with steepled roofs were homes, but there were also oval and rectangular buildings strewn throughout. The most common colors were white for holiness, silver for purity, and golden accents to represent divine glory. When the sun shone on the glimmering architecture, it was like walking the streets of heaven.

They picked their way through the city until the cart reached a crossroads. There, stretching all along the block was an arcade that had to be ten thousand meters long. It was so wide that eight horses could ride abreast through it. A procession of beautiful sculptures lined each side. They were tall, dignified, and full of majesty – images of the gods as imagined by master craftsmen.

The city was filled with idols, altars, fountains, markets, and doves. Each corner had a unique style. Each building, paving stone, mural, and statue had a unique flavor.

Cloudhawk could exhaust every word he knew and still couldn’t describe one one-thousandth of the holy splendor before him.

Squall sighed deeply. “It’s always so chaotic out there. It’s good to be home.”

Cloudhawk couldn’t help but respond, “Have you ever been to one of the other domains?”

“Other domains? Never even heard of them!” Squall shook his head. “There’s nothing but wastelands for thousands of kilometers in all directions outside of Skycloud. How could normal folk like us cross that kind of distance? I just want to be a demon hunter like you someday. Then, maybe I’ll have the chance to see other places. Really though, Skycloud’s great in and of itself. I doubt there’s any place better.”

Truth be told, Cloudhawk was pleased with what he saw as well. He could tell by the people walking the street that they were different from those outside. From their clothes to their bearings, the people were elegant and noble, and their eyes were full of spirituality.

Yes, spirituality.

Cloudhawk believed that a person’s eyes were a window into the truth of their soul.

The eyes of a wastelander were filled with blood and madness, but in these people, he saw tranquility and peace. They were eyes he’d only ever seen in old pictures from the ancient times. The people here were similar. Maybe this was the place he’d been looking for all along.

Cloudhawk trundled down the road surrounded by the vitality of the city. It wasn’t just that the streets that were busy. He could see all manner of family crests, shops, and artisans prospering in every corner. It was obvious that green spaces were also an integral part of the city’s design. There was everything from small potted plants to towering trees filling the streets with life.

There was a sense of harmony in every building, tranquility in every street. From the color to the style to the materials, everything was in balance. It was a single, unified work of art that needed nothing added nor anything taken from it. It was simply exquisite.

The flora around the city was also unique.

Cloudhawk saw a tree as slender as a mushroom that was a hundred meters tall. Its canopy tickled the clouds. Its surface was etched with lines that pulsed like veins, full of a glowing fluid. It was veritably gushing with vitality.

The plants were chiefly for decoration and lent a vibrancy and beauty to every corner. However, they also played an important role in the city. During the day, they gathered both light and warmth so that at night, their canopies glowed like street lights. They turned Skycloud City into a golden paradise when darkness fell.

In addition, some of the plants discharged water into the air to regulate humidity. A few of them with big leaves and thick branches bore fruit. They grew amidst the flowers, glittering and juicy, and came in any number of colors, so numerous they could feed an army.

All of them were edible. They were sweet, tasty, and practically endless. All could be picked today and would regrow by tomorrow. As such, they were a principal part of the peoples’ diets.

A waterfall tumbling from the heavens, a beautiful holy city, inexhaustible food… Cloudhawk didn’t know how many incredible surprises this place had in store, but what he already saw was more than he could fathom.

He’d spent so long fantasizing about a promised land. Now that he was here, he realized how inferior his dreams really were.

Cloudhawk’s eyes suddenly went wide as he came upon the center of Skycloud City. Therein rose a soaring temple that was so large that it took up a tenth of the total area of the city. It was pure white, and whatever it was made out of had the texture of polished jade – a colossal white jade pyramid. The space around it was empty, a large public square lined with smaller churches and magnificent buildings of all sorts. Scores of the devout surrounded the structure, kneeling in prayer.

And the pyramid itself? The whole thing floated a hundred meters above the ground.

That’s right! It flew!

This grand and magnificent structure, silently dangling overhead, cast a light over the whole city. It served to deepen the feeling that all were in the presence of the divine. No wonder the citizens revered the gods. They were gifted this magnificent city to display their glory. Even the least pious would shake and fall to their knees in awe.

“Eh?”

Cloudhawk hadn’t made a sound, afraid that he would give away his ignorance and surprise. However, what he saw next forced him to voice his shock. He saw people… or, something. They surrounded the floating temple awash in halos of golden light. Held aloft by iron wings, they flew back and forth above them.

To the citizens of Skycloud City, this was no unfamiliar sight.

They were the seraphs: defenders of the temple sanctuary, keepers of the peace, and guarantors of safety. They were also the holy city’s greatest artisans and technicians. After building the holy city, the gods left these treasured servants behind to maintain their creation. They did not age or grow weak and were eternally loyal. So long as the holy lands existed, they would watch over the city.

Cloudhawk felt them even from far away. The seraphs – they were relics.

He could hear the resonance from the bodies of the automatons. There had to be some special power directing them. However, this did not in any way make them less capable as city guardians.

“Ahead is the temple square. No vehicles are allowed to enter. The governor’s castle is beneath the sanctuary. We can only bring you this far.”

Old Thistle and Squall brought Cloudhawk to the entrance of the temple square where he climbed out from the cart. He speechlessly peered up at the pyramid-shaped sanctuary. It was beautiful. He didn’t care what reward he was given. If he could live here as an ordinary citizen, Cloudhawk would count his lucky stars.

“Thank you. This is fine.” Cloudhawk said his goodbyes to the old man and his ward. “Don’t tell anyone about me or what I was doing. When things are settled, I’ll make sure to find you.”

He had to be careful. He was no Elysian. Just the fact that a wastelander was here in the city was a big deal, and he didn’t want to involve Bloomnettle Company in any possible fallout. It was important he distance himself from them as much as possible to make sure they didn’t get into trouble.

Squall took Cloudhawk’s hand and shook it vigorously. He was clearly envious. “You’re going to meet Lord Arcturus, whose name rings across the Elysian lands! I have to say I’m jealous!”

It was no secret that Squall saw the demon hunter governor as an idol. He wasn’t alone. Probably eight out of ten young men in the city worshipped the man as well. The prestige and station he held in the city were evident.

Cloudhawk said so long to the other members of the merchant company and went on his way. The governor’s castle was not difficult to find. It sat right below the temple just like Old Thistle had told him.

Cloudhawk had to admit he was surprised and a little curious. If the city’s governor lived in the castle below the temple, who lived inside the floating pyramid? If the governor was relegated to the shadow of the sanctuary, was there someone more important than him?

“Halt!”

Cloudhawk yelped in surprise, and amidst the sound of clattering armor, a squad of soldiers marched his way. He was quickly surrounded.

“The temple square is sacrosanct land. You tarnish its glory, dressed as you are. Masks are also prohibited. Take it off!”

Cloudhawk hadn’t expected he would be challenged.

He looked down at his clothes, and though they were a little sullied, he was at least fully covered. In fact, Cloudhawk could count on one hand how often he’d had a clean pair of clothes to change into. As for the mask, he hadn’t been aware there was a rule against it.

Judging by the look of these soldiers, they were itching to teach him a lesson.

Under the circumstances, Cloudhawk didn’t have many options. He had to rely on his secret weapon, the token of the high order. He fished it out of his clothing and called out to them in the most authoritative voice he could manage. “This is a token of the high order. I demand to see Governor Arcturus. I have important demon hunter business to report. Who dares impede my mission?!”

Without the token, Cloudhawk couldn’t have entered the Skycloud Domain, but with it, he was ushered across the wall like royalty. It had to be some sort of all-access key. One could only imagine the clout its true owner possessed.

Only, things were different this time.

Seeing the token, the soldiers were unmoved. Their leader shouted back, “Even demon hunters must show respect here. Flaunting your token here is an affront to the glory of the gods. Take it off!”

Cloudhawk was struck dumb. The token wasn’t going to help him here?

As the soldiers were preparing to pounce on him, a cold and solemn growl arose. “Have you forgotten where you are? What is this ruckus?!”

A young man in non-standard white armor walked over to them. There were at least a hundred soldiers following in his wake, different from the kind Cloudhawk had encountered before. They were even better equipped. They had to be Skycloud’s elite!

The young man looked like he was in his early twenties and was maybe a hundred and eighty centimeters tall. He had big eyes, thick eyebrows, and handsome rugged features. He had a dignified bearing and looked regal in his fancy armor. His stony visage carried with it an arrogance that seemed to cut everyone he looked upon down at the knees.

For a young man to command so many elite soldiers, he definitely wasn’t just an ordinary man!

“Milord Frost de Winter, this man is making a scene. I was about to arrest him for interrogation.”

“A scene?” The one called Frost de Winter scowled. He stared at Cloudhawk with a glare like jagged icicles. “It’s been years since anyone’s dared cause trouble in this holy place. Your impertinence is extraordinary.”

“I want to meet the governor! That’s all I ask. Then, I can explain everything!”

Frost’s response was as frigid as an icy stream. “The High Priest has summoned him to the Temple on official business. He is not in the estate. In any event, who do you think you are that you have the right to meet him?”

The first soldier to accost him repeated his command, “Remove your mask!”

Cloudhawk’s heart began to thud.

Frost then noticed the token clutched in Cloudhawk’s hand. Suddenly, the chill of a thousand blizzards melted from his face. “Where did you get this token?”

Cloudhawk realized then that he didn’t actually know the token’s owner real name, but he was clever. He didn’t answer the question directly and instead chose another strategy. “Since you are Lord Arcturus’s disciple, you must already know who this token belongs to. What’s the point of wasting time asking?”

Frost de Winter’s face darkened once again. Cloudhawk wasn’t sure whether he imagined it or not, but he thought he felt the temperature drop several degrees. The ground even seemed to develop a film of ice. He also didn’t know if it was due to his attitude or something else. “Where is she?”

Cloudhawk didn’t hesitate this time. “There are some things that aren’t appropriate to say here. I must see the governor.”

The soldiers around them were unsure of what to do. Were they supposed to grab this troublemaker?

“Stand down.” Frost de Winter lifted his hand, waving the soldiers back. He fixed Cloudhawk with a penetrating stare and an inscrutable light flickered behind his eyes. “You, come with me.”


18 / Hostilities


The tea was good.

Purple-gold leaves floated in the hot water. Cultivated here in Skycloud, each harvest was quite limited. These leaves were from the governor’s own supply, among the top ten percent in quality. Normal citizens typically didn’t have the opportunity to taste it. Whatever strange properties the tea had, it was incredibly refreshing. However tired one was feeling, one would be completely rejuvenated after a few sips.

The snacks were also quite fine.

They were some sort of pastry that was a pleasant honey-gold in color. They were made from wine-pickled fruits, locally cultivated vanilla beans, and were wrapped in the highest quality grains. Each one looked like gem-encrusted gold nuggets placed on a jade platter, so beautiful it was almost a shame to eat them.

Frost de Winter sat beside the tea and refreshments table while a team of servants stood nearby. They were so still that they could be mistaken for statues. Aside from the servants, there was only Frost de Winter in the waiting room.

Before he could be allowed to enter the governor’s mansion, Cloudhawk was forced to scrub himself clean. Designated serving women helped him wash, cleaning him from head to toe. His hair was trimmed, and the ragged traveling clothes were replaced with fine silken garb. Only once he was presentable was he brought to the hall.

Never in his whole life had Cloudhawk been this clean. It actually made him uncomfortable. His skin crawled like he was covered in lice. Especially unnerving was this silk robe they made him wear. It felt like he wasn’t wearing anything at all.

As he entered, he walked across a delicate rug. It was probably made from the neck feathers of some rare bird. Each step he took from the door to where Frost de Winter waited had him step on material worth a normal citizen’s monthly salary.

Cloudhawk couldn’t really grasp the value of all this splendor. Coming from the wastelands, he was like a gutter rat who had suddenly found itself in a golden palace. Everything was so different. He felt completely out of place.

“Sit.”

Frost de Winter’s face might as well have been carved from a block of ice. He was infinitely cold and implacable and didn’t raise his head even as Cloudhawk approached. The soldier just busied himself with inspecting the mask, token, and book Cloudhawk had brought with him. 

The seat was soft and comfortable. When he sank into the cushion, Cloudhawk felt like he never wanted to stand up again. The level of comfort and relaxation was foreign to him, so he perched on his seat with a rigid posture. He looked ridiculous.

Of course, the seat was bound in the neck leather of some rare creature. Its worth wasn’t even worth trying to measure. Suffice it to say, no normal person could afford it. With no thought for propriety, Cloudhawk picked up one of the delicate cups and brought it to his lips. The purple-gold liquid steamed with an attractive scent, and he drank it down in one gulp. Instantly, his pores opened. It was his first time trying tea, but he immediately liked it.

Frost de Winter carefully put the demon hunter token on the table between them. “You know the real identity of the owner of this token.”

Cloudhawk poured himself another glass of tea without reservation. “Master Baldur’s daughter.”

“Her Excellency Selene Cloude is indeed Master Baldur’s daughter. She is also the most outstanding demon hunter Skycloud City has seen in a hundred years.” He picked up the mask. “Unless I’m mistaken, this is Master Baldur’s ‘Mask of a Thousand Faces’. She would only give this to someone she trusted completely. But if I know anything about Lady Selene, it is that she had nothing but contempt for even the most talented people of Skycloud City. How could a beautiful, proud, and talented woman like her show any interest in someone like you?”

So Selene Cloude was her real name? It certainly sounded highborn!

The mask’s name was also fitting, seeing as it could be changed at a whim. It was excellent for keeping one’s identity hidden. As for Frost de Winter’s question, so full of contempt, Cloudhawk didn’t pay it much attention. He’d never been much for caring about what people said. Anyway, he was right.

She was remarkable, having become a high-ranking demon hunter at only fourteen years of age. The mere thought of someone like her being friends with a wastelander like him was surprising enough to make peoples’ eyes roll out of their skulls.

“I can explain this to the governor.” He took another sip of tea. “When will he be coming back?”

Frost de Winter returned the mask to the table. “Probably not anytime soon. He is in a conference with the High Priest. Selene is like a sister to me, and I am the governor’s only disciple. Telling me is the same as telling him.”

“Yeah?”

“Whenever the governor is not here, I have the agency to act in some limited authority.” He spoke earnestly, “Please tell me what happened. It’s been a year and a half since Selene snuck out of the holy city, an act which violated the laws of Skycloud and the demon hunter order. She caused quite a controversy, and though her family will try to redeem her honor, she faces the threat of having her status as a demon hunter stripped from her. We need to know her whereabouts so that we can help her.”

“The Queen-… Lady Selene had gone off into the wastelands. Her goal was to kill a demon known as the Caliph of the Sands, who she told me was responsible for the death of Master Baldur.”

Frost de Winter listened in silence as Cloudhawk shared his tale. He listened carefully to every detail, hardly breathing, deconstructing each word and mulling over it. Cloudhawk spoke for nearly half an hour, omitting the more inconvenient details and focusing on the more important facts – especially the fight with the demon.

Cloudhawk’s story eventually came to an end. Frost de Winter stared at him with his brows furrowed.

From beginning to end, he’d had no questions or reactions. He just sat there like an ice sculpture. He was probably organizing it all in his mind. Cloudhawk wasn’t concerned. He’d been preparing his story ever since he left Greenland Outpost. He’d had months to deliberate and fine-tune his answers so that there were no gaps in logic or careless omissions.

At last, Cloudhawk couldn’t help himself. His hand stretched out and grabbed one of the delectable-looking pastries and popped it into his mouth.

His senses exploded with flavor, fragrance, and a tender texture. He’d never had anything like this before, but it was so delicious that he would swallow his tongue for the residual taste if he could.

Frost de Winter rhythmically tapped his finger on the table. After careful thought, he asked a single question, “You killed the demon?”

“No, not me. Us. Selene and I. We almost died and only managed thanks to luck. The thing was too strong even for Lady Selene. Really, it’s a fluke we’re still breathing.”

Cloudhawk wasn’t foolish enough to claim he’d killed the demon on his own. He had been the one to cleave the beast in half with one blow, but he wasn’t stupid enough to tell anyone he had that kind of power. Even just claiming that an amateur like him had a hand in killing a demon seemed absurd when each of the monster’s six lieutenants had been ten times his match.

“What is your purpose for coming here?”

“Lady Selene thought I had served the demon hunters well, that I had the potential to become one myself. So, she sent me here. She gave me proof to show the governor so he could help me build a life here.”

His requests weren’t outlandish. He’d killed a demon. It was a great accomplishment. Nothing else mattered. He just wanted to live here, own a small house, drink tea like this, eat pastries like these, and be safe. That was all he really wanted.

Frost de Winter proceeded to pick up the Gospel of the Sands and look it over.

He was still young and his insights were limited, but the governor’s disciple knew of the more famous demon artifacts. The Gospel of the Sands was an important one. Only a powerful demon would be able to command its power.

If it had come into this young man’s possession, it meant that what he said was likely true. The demon was dead.

Furthermore, the Mask of a Thousand Faces was one of Selene’s most cherished possessions. After all, it was the last thing her late father had given her. The token was also one of a high-ranking demon hunter’s most important means of identification – and the marks were still there. Selene was still alive and well, so Cloudhawk couldn’t have taken the token by illicit means.

His evidence was all there. The story was ironclad. What he was saying had to be true.

“I have one more question.” Frost de Winter put the book down and proceeded tactfully. “If Selene got her revenge, where is she now? Is there anyone besides you who can corroborate your story?”

By then, Cloudhawk had already stuffed three of the pastries into his mouth. He wasn’t one to take advantage of others, but this stuff was incredible. He didn’t hear anything unusual in Frost de Winter’s question. “She said she found a new lead and wanted to stay in the wastelands for a while longer to check it out. This whole thing was so big. I didn’t think it was smart to tell anyone. Otherwise, it would attract attention. How else was I gonna get into Skycloud Domain without causing a stir?”

Frost de Winter’s face darkened. “What did she learn?”

Cloudhawk answered with a shake of his head. “I don’t know. She didn’t tell me.”

“Well, it seems like your luck really is something extraordinary.” The soldier’s brows scrunched, relaxed, and then contracted again as he muttered. He said it not to agree with Cloudhawk, but rather like he was trying to convince himself. When he lifted his head, his eyes bore a strange look. Then, he said it again as though for emphasis. “Yes, very lucky.”

It was then that Cloudhawk sensed something wasn’t right. He pulled back his hand which was reaching out for the fourth treat. “Do you have any more doubts? If not, I’d like for you to arrange a meeting between me and the governor.”

“I’m afraid that isn’t going to happen.”

Cloudhawk’s face froze. “What?”

“Men! Grab this spy!”

Elite guards surrounded him faster than Cloudhawk could think, each one brandishing his weapon. Their weapons were different from that of typical soldiers as well. Sheathed, they looked similar, but the blade structure was strange. They were clearly unique.

Cloudhawk hadn’t seen this coming. “What are you doing?! You’re making a mistake. I killed a demon! How could I be a spy?!”

“You think your clumsy tricks can fool me?” Frost de Winter glared at him down his nose as he arose from his chair. “A miscreant like you doesn’t even have the qualification to carry Lady Selene’s luggage. You dare claim to have stood against a demon and won? Preposterous!”

Cloudhawk’s anger got the better of him. “The evidence is right there, and I have her token! What reason do you have to doubt me?!”

“Evidence? Token?” Frost de Winter looked down at the table. “I believe Lady Selene must have been captured by the demon. She has not been killed, and the monster has instead sent you with her token as ‘proof.’ This evidence you claim is a ruse, all to install you here within Skycloud City as a spy.”

Cloudhawk’s face was twisted in shock and fury. “Every single word I’ve said is true. Slanderer, you lie!”

Frost de Winter chuckled coldly. “Then let me ask you, how could a weakling like you help Lady Selene? How were you able to traverse thousands of kilometers across the wastelands? Very well – if you claim to have this ability, then I will give you a chance to prove yourself. Defend yourself against just three of my attacks, and I’ll believe you. I’ll bring you to the governor myself. If you can’t, then it’ll be confirmation that everything you said was fiction and that you are a spy. You will not be allowed to waste the governor’s time with your poisonous lies!”

Cloudhawk didn’t understand. What happened? Why had it come to this? This was not how any of this was supposed to go!

Frost de Winter was Lord Arcturus’s hand-chosen disciple and a man of reputation in the holy city. Why was he so determined to frame Cloudhawk? He could sense his hostility. The situation was very bad.

“Are you afraid you’ll be found out? You dare not even accept my challenge, and you somehow have the gall to claim you can slay demons?!”

Cloudhawk grit his teeth. “Fine! Bring it on!!”


19 / Frozen Dirge


Eight of the bodyguards stepped back in perfect precision and synchronicity. After retreating several paces, they rested the ends of their glaives on the ground and stood at attention with their hands on the handles. Sharp eyes peered from heavy armor that sparkled white and gold in the light. They were like eight statues arranged in a circle to mark the edges of an arena.

Frost de Winter snatched the items from the table. Cloudhawk’s mask, the token, and the Gospel of the Sands were safely in his grip. Frost de Winter returned his equipment to him – not out of respect for the young man, but simply because he didn’t take him seriously. The kid didn’t stand a chance.

Cloudhawk could tell that this young man, as arrogant as a lone pine on a snowy mountaintop, was also a capable demon hunter. From the moment he met him, he saw that Frost de Winter was covered in a pervasive, brutal aura that came from an internal strength. Just being around him made Cloudhawk’s skin tingle like it was being stabbed by a chill wind.

How was he a match for these soldiers, much less Arcturus Cloude’s personal disciple?

Frost de Winter’s chiseled body towered over him like an icy mountain stabbing the sky. His delicate, jade-like armor was immaculate. A white cloak tumbled from his shoulders like a frozen waterfall. His weapon was a near-translucent spear that seemed as though it’d been carved from thousand-year-old ice and wrapped in a silvery material. The blade sparkled and reflected the light around it like a flawless mirror.

A pale blue gemstone was inserted into the body of the blade that added to its dignified beauty, injecting it with a sense of soul. The melody of a relic’s resonance wafted from it, a link to a world of ice and snow.

He stood one hundred and eighty-five centimeters tall. His skin was as white as the tundra. His features were resolute, and his face was handsome like it’d been masterfully chiseled from stone. His white clothing, silver weapon, jade headband that held back his hair, overbearingly arrogant and daring posture… as much as he made Cloudhawk uncomfortable, the boy had to admit that Frost de Winter was the most gallant man he’d ever seen. From his noble countenance to his chilling aura, Cloudhawk couldn’t find a single flaw.

With his reputation, might, and bearing, he was undoubtedly the dream lover of many Skycloud women.

Why was such an outstanding man so stubborn and unreasonable? Rather than chalk it up to a character flaw, Cloudhawk felt like there had to be some reason. He was an insightful and sensitive young man, so he knew there was more beneath the disciple’s prideful exterior. There were more sinister intentions at play.

In this magnificent place, facing the towering and heroic man, a single frail form seemed like nothing. Like putting a piece of polished jade beside a common rock, Cloudhawk might as well have been a street urchin. Their contrast was as sharp as their confrontational feelings.

Frost de Winter’s eyes burned with thinly contained loathing. He stared down with regal bearing at the wastelander, almost unable to stop himself from gagging in disgust at the mere sight of him. His words cut through the air as frigid as a winter storm. “You wastelander scum, you think you can stand against three of my attacks? Killing you will be as easy as a wave of my hand.”

Cloudhawk had enough sense to know he was in a bad spot, but in the face of the young soldier’s aggression, he just sighed. “Winning and losing, that’s something else. All I can do is try. More than being unreasonable, you’re just a bully. You get off on pushing around people weaker than you. And yet, you walk around like some self-righteous asshole. But, that’s all you are. An asshole.”

Even against impossible odds, Cloudhawk wasn’t going to admit defeat.

He was under no illusions that he was this man’s equal, but he wasn’t afraid to provoke him. He’d fought through the wastelands, escaping one near-death experience after another, struggling through constant tests and frustrations. He was a stubborn kid, and sometimes, it was better to die than to yield.

The silver spear shot out at him like a wild dragon.

Cloudhawk first felt the power emanating from the pale blue gem set in the voulge’s blade. It flooded the area with a surge of cold that caused the temperature to plummet five to six degrees and chilled Cloudhawk to the bone. The cold was so intense that it swept through a person’s soul.

Frozen Dirge! That was the name of this magnificent weapon.

Cloudhawk didn’t know its full strength, but before his opponent’s attack even formed, the audience hall had already been covered in a layer of hoarfrost. Snowflakes whipped through the air.

What an incredible thing! It was no less powerful than the Bloodsoaked Queen’s sacred crossblade!

Frost de Winter’s skills were nearly on par with Selene’s as well. In fact, he might have even been better at handling the power of the relic. No wonder, then, that he was Lord Arcturus’s chosen disciple. With talent like his, he had to be head and shoulders more capable than anyone other than the Bloodsoaked Queen.

This man was a true high-grade demon hunter! Cloudhawk’s face turned dark and solemn.

He already knew Frost de Winter was no weakling, but this was more than that. The likes of Claudia Lunae and Raith Umbra – mere novice demon hunters– were difficult enough for him to contend against. How was he supposed to stand against a master and his legendary relic? 

Cloudhawk still didn’t understand how this could have happened. Hadn’t Selene told him everything would be alright? All he had to do was bring the governor the token and the book. That should have been enough to win him a comfortable life in the holy city.

So… what the fuck?!

He didn’t have time to puzzle out all this nonsense.

Frost de Winter was coming at him with the full force of his abilities. He threw the spear at Cloudhawk, and it came down on him like a meteor. Frost de Winter was confident in his superiority and so forsook any attempt to feel out his opponent. His opening attack was to throw Frozen Dirge to put a quick end to this farce.

The spear was almost on him, bringing with it a brutal wind and stinging flecks of ice. They sliced at him like tiny frozen blades, and he struggled to keep his eyes open. Cloudhawk was forced to stumble backwards.

From the moment Frost de Winter launched his attack, Cloudhawk knew he was in dire straits.

Frost de Winter had said three strikes, but he clearly never intended for the fight to get that far. This was his first strike, and he did not hold back. He was planning to kill Cloudhawk with the opening blow. The young wastelander held out the Gospel of the Sands, putting anything he could between him and the lethal spear. All of his psychic will poured through the demon artifact.

A sandstorm whipped into existence.

Countless flecks of sand danced on the wind and amassed to form a bronze-gold shield.

This was Cloudhawk’s strongest line of defense. As Frozen Dirge drew near, its mere presence froze the sandy shield and then pierced through it as easily as it would a sheet of paper.

There was no question, no suspense. The shield was useless.

The instant Frozen Dirge passed through it, the shield shattered, falling to the ground as lumps of crushed ice. Pouring all of his psychic power into a shield like this would stop a rifle bullet, but it might as well have been made of silk the way Frost de Winter’s spear passed through it.

“Son of a bitch!”

Frozen Dirge kept coming. Like the shield, Cloudhawk felt a frigid, bone-deep cold fall over him as it got close. He couldn’t go anywhere, but standing in place was only going to get him skewered. With no other options, he shrunk behind the Gospel of the Sands for cover. 

Clang!

The spear’s mirror-like blade sunk into the book’s metallic cover.

A gust of cold white light burst forth, visible to the naked eye. At first, Cloudhawk thought the force of the blow would knock him back, but the result was different than he expected. When the spear struck the book, there was indeed a blast of force, but it was no typical kinetic energy. It was like he was caught in a sub-zero ice storm whose pure cold flooded into his every pore.

As the power enveloped him, the Gospel of the Sands began to freeze solid along with his hands. The cold crept up through his body, from his palms to his wrist and then up his arms.

Not good! I’m gonna freeze!

It was the first time Cloudhawk had faced an attack like this. He wanted to turn and run, but his legs refused to budge. They’d already been frozen to the ground. With no way to fight back, he stared in horror as, inch by inch, ice covered his body. It spread up to his face, covered his mask, and up over his ears. Finally, the unnatural frost covered every hair on his head, leaving nothing exposed. Light glittered along every facet of his frozen prison.

“You couldn’t even handle one attack. So weak, and yet you claim to have slain a demon?”

It was the last thing Cloudhawk heard before he lost consciousness. The cold claimed not only his body but his mind and will as well. As though he were in shock, all systems shut down. He had become a living statue.

The blast of cold not only covered Cloudhawk but the five to six meters behind him as well. The fine carpet was covered in frost. It extended all the way back to one of the columns holding up the ceiling. The ice glittered like crystal.

Frost de Winter gripped the shaft of Frozen Dirge and pulled it free. He swung it around and reattached it to the holster on his back, never taking his eyes off of Cloudhawk. A mocking sneer split his lips as he dismissively waved his left hand. “Put him in solitary confinement to await death. Put five times the guards on him and never let him out of your sight.”

“Yes, Master Frost!”

“Wait. Take the rug, table, chair, and anything else he touched and burn them. I don’t want the governor to see any of it when he gets back.” Frost de Winter patted his snow-white cloak like a man afraid of being infected after being forced to walk through a cesspool. He felt so inundated with filth that he felt like vomiting. The only thing he wanted was to go take a shower. He could soak dozens of times and it might not be enough, he feared. However, he choked back the discomfort long enough to continue giving orders. “Send someone to the Temple to tell the governor. Have him come back as soon as he can.”

The guards left to perform their tasks.

Frost de Winter left to take a shower.


20 / Arcturus Cloude


Above the governor’s mansion.

Four gryphons appeared.

The back half of their bodies were like that of lions, covered in golden-brown fur. The front halves were like the upper bodies of eagles, bristling with golden feathers. Each had two massive wings that were a silvery white, the same color as the center of the creature’s chest. Dangling below were four powerful limbs. Each had sharp eyes that were capable of spotting the smallest target from ten thousand meters away. They had the frightening strength of apex predators.

Standing atop the beasts’ broad shoulders were towering men covered from head to toe in full plate armor. In their left hands, they held the gryphons’ reins, and in their right hands, they gripped spears stretching two meters high.

These majestic gryphon knights were but drivers. Aside from the men, the gryphons also hauled a gem-encrusted carriage carved from jade. The carriage looked like it weighed a ton, and yet, it floated through the air effortlessly. The beasts and their chariot descended to the governor’s mansion.

A welcoming contingent of ten soldiers fell respectfully to one knee as the chariot made landfall.

A middle-aged man in his forties stepped into view. Although he was getting on in years, his skin was still fair. His every movement was heavy with noble bearing and authority. It was none other than the man who had failed so spectacularly in the wastelands, Augustus Cloude. He’d been badly injured and was brought back to the holy sanctuary where he was given treatment. By now, he had almost entirely recovered except for the dark light in his eyes. The stain of his failure was one he would never be rid of.

Once Augustus stepped out of the carriage, he moved respectfully to one side.

After him, another man then exited. He was in his late fifties, and the raven black hair he’d had in his youth now had sprinkles of grey. In particular, streaks of white lined his temples like the first frost of winter. His age had begun to show in his hair, but the man’s face was as young as someone half his age. The occasional line wrinkled the edge of his eyes, a badge of time gone by.

This was a man who’d lived through a turbulent past, whose life could be called legendary. His many deeds could be compiled into volumes, grand tales that were oft shared by the denizens of Skycloud.

Every soul within this divine territory knew him. He was the greatest demon hunter throughout all of Skycloud Domain and the city’s governor – Master Arcturus Cloude!

Frost de Winter had washed repeatedly, desperate to get the foul residue of the wastelander off his body. Now, he stood waiting patiently in the gardens, white armor gleaming and silver voulge at hand – gallant as ever. He had all the qualities of a stellar disciple: loyalty, youth, courage, vigor, ambition, and talent. He had an unparalleled drive and met Lord Arcturus’s expectations in everything he did. He was more than a disciple. He was the governor’s right-hand man.

But of course, he was not perfect. If Frost de Winter had one failing, it was that he was young. 

Lord Arcturus was still in his prime. There was time enough to make Frost de Winter better.

The young demon hunter always unconsciously restrained his natural arrogance whenever he stood before the governor. Like a peacock who flaunted before all the average birds, he dared not reveal his pride before a phoenix. Or, like how the presence of the moon dimmed the brilliance of the stars but could not compare to the mighty sun. Arcturus Cloude was an example no demon hunter could hope to reach – a mountain no man could conquer.

In fact, it was chance that brought Frost de Winter before Lord Arcturus.

Ten years prior, on a wintery night, an extremely talented waif captured Lord Arcturus’s notice. The childless man was moved by what he saw, and after testing the child, took him under his wing. The lucky child was named after the night he was discovered – Frost de Winter.

The orphan adored his master. To him, Lord Arcturus was invincible.

Be it his manner, work, cultivation, or ambition, all of it affected Frost de Winter deeply. Lord Arcturus wasn’t just looked up to. He was the wisest, strongest, and most clever man of his generation – innately superior to all. He stood with all the majesty and commanding presence of a mountain before Frost de Winter. What the young man felt was adoration.

As a result, Frost de Winter was extremely diligent in all his duties, almost to a fault. He didn’t just pursue power. He wanted to be everything that his teacher was – not to surpass him, but to perhaps come close to his glory.

“Master, allow me to explain what happened.”

The governor, clad in his plain robes, listened patiently as his disciple shared the tale. He looked at him with eyes that were not too large, filled with a vast and erudite depth. The lines that gathered at the corners of his eyes were signs of his long years of service. He held himself with the quiet confidence of a learned man. Anyone who did not know him might mistake the governor for a kindly old teacher, for he hardly looked like what one would expect of a great demon hunter and governor.

“This was certainly unexpected.” Frost de Winter could not read his teacher’s opinion from his inscrutable face and could not help but inject his own. “I figured she might have been able to escape that creature’s clutches, but it seems they actually managed to kill him. Now, it’s hard to determine how deep they’ve gotten. Things could have taken a turn for the worse for us.”

The governor remained calm. “Tell me your thought process.”

“Selene hasn’t come back yet. If she really has learned the truth, it’s going to shake Skycloud to its core.” Frost de Winter heaved a sigh, taking a moment to settle his thoughts. “This matter is very serious. I underestimated Selene. All of this is due to my lapse in judgment. It is my fault.”

“You are at fault but not in the way you think. No one can know everything. Even the sages make mistakes from time to time. So long as you subject your ideas to careful scrutiny and rational consideration, there is no need to regret your errors.”

The governor spoke softly, as gently as a schoolteacher educating a perplexed student. Frost de Winter, faced with this man’s wise and noble character, felt like a humble devotee kneeling before his god.

“You must remember. Do not believe for a moment that you can control everything. There will always be things that you cannot predict like luck. No one is omniscient or omnipotent. The sages are called wise men not because they planned for every conceivable eventuality, but because they make the most reasonable and appropriate decisions at the time. They make the most correct decision at the moment and respond in the most suitable manner once that moment passes. All that remains must be left up to fate – we can only do what is within our power to achieve. Failures should not become regrets. We should accept them calmly.”

“Yes, Master.” The young student carefully absorbed his teacher’s every word. “So, where did I make my mistake?”

“How much do you think Selene knows?”

“I…”

“This is your weakness. You are too arrogant. It is reflected in the way you deal with problems, always making yourself the center. This is a bad habit, so you must learn to change your point of view. Otherwise, you will fall to confusion. You fear Selene has learned everything but is that really the case? If she had, she would not have sent her friend here to his death. Nor would she have sent this news.” He gave Frost de Winter a reproachful look and then sighed. “Also, how did you choose to deal with Selene’s friend?”

“I have him subdued and locked in prison.”

“Why did you do this?”

“So that he would not reveal what we want to keep secret. I went no further because I did not want to presume. I waited for you to come back in order to deal with the matter.”

The governor sighed once again. “And, how did you anticipate I would deal with this when I came back?”

“This young man might know something he shouldn’t. The longer he lives, the more likely he’ll let it slip. The best way to make sure he keeps silent… is to kill him!”

“That’s correct.” The governor continued to deftly instruct his young apprentice. “Since you understand that every moment he lives makes things more dangerous for us, you clearly have grasped the hidden danger he poses. You also know what I will do, so… why have you not done it yourself? Why wait for me to return? The world changes incrementally with every moment.”

“Well, after all, this – “

“Frost de Winter, you adhere too rigidly to formalities. The rules help us to deal with matters, but if they one day stand in your way, you must have the courage and resolve to break them. If you cannot cultivate this boldness in yourself, you will never become a man of valor.” The wizened warrior’s penetrating gaze fixed upon Frost de Winter as he enunciated every syllable. “No matter what the situation, you must learn to assess the matter at hand adequately. Reason and judgment are not predicated on rules!”

Frost de Winter hung his head. “I understand. I will go deal with him now.”

Governor Arcturus gave him a warm smile and nodded. His was an intelligent young disciple. He was just too young. But, it didn’t matter. Sooner or later, unpolished jade will become priceless in the hands of a master jeweler.


21 / Phasing


Cloudhawk lost consciousness after the blow from Frozen Dirge.

Frost de Winter was stronger than he could fathom, and his relic weapon only made him more terrifying. The spear was flung at him faster than a bullet from a gun, and he was frozen by its power before he could react. His organs and consciousness didn’t stop completely, but they might as well have. Frozen Dirge had put him in a sort of hibernation.

A man could live for twenty-four hours in this state. Unless he found a way out or if Frost de Winter released him, he would die after that time. But, how could he get free? There was no way for Cloudhawk to resist once he was already locked in ice. All of his faculties, even his capacity for thought, were frozen solid. He could wield the might of the heavens and still be stuck. And even if by some miracle he escaped, so what? He wasn’t getting out of Skycloud’s heavily-guarded prison.

Yet, Cloudhawk was far from a normal man. The moment he started to freeze, his body began to unconsciously react. His skin tightened, and his internal organs were stimulated, all as a means to stave off complete shock. The result was that the slightest bit of vitality sparked within him. Four or five hours after he was locked away, elements in his blood began to stir. A sluggish pulse began to pump through him, his heart struggling to manage twenty beats a minute. [1] His body reacted to the environment more like a cold-blooded animal. For a normal person, it would be worse if shock did not completely set in. With the body’s processes and metabolism slowly churning, they would quickly spiral into disarray and death would come within seconds. [2]

But, Cloudhawk wasn’t dead yet. He was coming back to life.

Cold! So goddamn cold!

Those were his first thoughts as his brain reawakened. The cold seeped down into his soul. He couldn’t feel anything other than the biting freeze. He couldn’t hear, see, or even breathe – there was only the cold. He felt like he was in a bottomless black pit that he couldn’t crawl out from. His mind filled with despair and terror.

Awakening from within the block of ice was an incredible display of tenacity and adaptation, but it wasn’t a happy occasion. Sure, Cloudhawk was awake, but he still didn’t have a way to get out from inside the icy prison. His limbs were stiff and numb. The ice was as solid as iron.

Frost de Winter, this absolute fuck! When I get free, I’ll make sure to tear your corpse apart and piss on the pieces!

Cloudhawk was too upset to give up. He hadn’t walked thousands of miles and worked this hard to get into Skycloud Domain just to meet his end inside an Elysian dungeon. He’d only seen a fraction of the city before that rat-faced prick framed him.

He trusted Selene. She wouldn’t have done anything to harm him. 

His heart started to beat faster, and his blood rushed through his veins. But, the more he came back to life, the more suffocating his situation became. Calling to any of his relics was difficult beyond measure. His only hope was the stone around his neck.

His predicament was strikingly similar to the one he’d found himself in when locked in a tank under Blackwater Base. If the stone listened to him, maybe he could phase out of here like last time. He shut his eyes and tried to think back to when the stone had answered him.

Empty… Empty… completely empty your mind.

With every passing moment, the cold became more intense, a rebound reaction from his hot blood struggling to warm him up. However, he pushed it out of his mind and tried to focus. He eventually slipped into a complete state of emptiness.

The world around him disappeared. Only his consciousness remained.

Cloudhawk listened to the strange stone’s melody. Its abstract song grew louder and louder until, in the end, its resonance became countless threads of light. They shivered like the strings of a harp and coalesced into a single point. A door… they formed a strange, shimmering door.

The door opened. A flood of light from inside swallowed up the darkness that consumed him.

If the guards posted outside looked, they would have seen a light shining from the human ice sculpture where Cloudhawk’s chest would be. Like a star, it glinted beneath the layers of frost, bringing with it an old and vigorous power.

As for Cloudhawk, he found himself somewhere strange and new.

A vast and turbulent sea surrounded him, and from within it, an ancient consciousness stirred.

He knew everything he saw around him was an illusion. It was all coming from the stone. The sea wasn’t a sea at all, but the psychic force of its previous owner who’d somehow sealed within the mysterious item. Only Cloudhawk could resonate with it. Only he was able to make this psychic will his own – an inheritance left behind by the enigmatic former master.

Now, once again, it roused from its slumber.

Cloudhawk was pleased to be here again and knelt amidst the undulating waters. As he concentrated his will again, the sea became a whirlpool, spewing violent power from its vortex. Cloudhawk knew what was coming, the pain that it would bring. But, he also knew that it meant he would awaken stronger than before. He had just been forced to recognize just how feeble and pathetic he was, so he welcomed the pain no matter how excruciating it would be. It could crash down on him like a sea of knives, and he would accept it gladly.

As the surging tides continued, it began to show signs of evaporation. The young wastelander focused as much as he could, enduring the agony. He could feel that this time, he was absorbing much more than either of the two previous times. When he finally reached his limit, Cloudhawk’s psychic powers felt more expansive than ever. He felt as though he could finally master the stone. All he had to do was bring the full might of his mind to bear, and the artifact would respond.

Quickly! Quickly! Just as he was about to lose control, the stone erupted with a pulse of radiation invisible to the eye.

Rays of power didn’t shoot out but instead permeated through time and space, infusing this pocket of reality with its will. The prison cell was transformed into a font of potency. Then, with a flash of light, cracks began to appear all across the ice sculpture. However, the prisoner inside had vanished without a trace.

In an instant, Cloudhawk was transported to a strange reality without sound, light, or life. There was nothing except threads of vibration. Some were linear while others were closed loops, but every one of them hummed. Like strings on an instrument, each of them produced a unique melody, incessantly plucked by an invisible hand.

They were all around him, hundreds upon millions of threads reaching into the infinite distance. However, as he watched, they gathered to weave something like a tapestry, and the world was rebuilt.

What happened? I didn’t phase out of here!

Cloudhawk had experienced the power of the stone more than once. He was expecting it to work the same way this time. Only, that wasn’t what happened. He was stuck here in a place between reality and illusion, somewhere both real and false. The physical world was still there all around him, but he had somehow become dislodged from it. 

Perhaps his current situation could be explained with a strained metaphor. If he could stride from one dimension to another, then he was now stuck here between steps. One foot was planted in the reality he’d come from while the other was planted in the one he’d wished to go to. He was now caught in the place between, separate from the material plane but not from space-time.

Or maybe it could be put another way.

He was caught in the middle of a doorway. He felt weightless as a repulsive force thrust him away from the block of ice. He simply floated away like a balloon.

“What the hell…?”

Cloudhawk floated in the ether, impotently flailing his arms. One hand struck a wall, but to his surprise, he felt nothing. In fact, he never touched the wall at all. His hand just slipped right through it. Shortly after, another resisting force knocked him back.

Cloudhawk looked down at his hand and then back at the wall.

He saw it with his own eyes. His fingers had passed right through, but he didn’t feel a thing. They passed through without any sort of reaction at all, not even leaving a mark on the wall. Like it never happened.

Was he unable to touch anything?

Next, Cloudhawk looked down at his chest where the stone was gently humming. All around him was a field of mysterious power that was quickly draining his psychic energy. He thought for a moment, and then, his situation became clear.

The stone was like a relic, one that allowed him to pass between dimensions. Only, phasing was an unreliable and random process, Cloudhawk didn’t have the power to move freely from one to the other. However, after drawing more power from the psychic sea, he’d become stronger – strong enough to call on the stone’s abilities.

But, summoning the power of the stone didn’t mean he could slip from one reality to another at will. Strictly speaking, he was in a between space where he could see everything around him but couldn’t interact with the world.

That was how he was able to get out of the icy block. And now that he was free from it, he could escape this prison. Cloudhawk tried to move forward, but in this weightless state suspended in the air, he couldn’t budge. As the seconds ticked by and his psychic powers diminished, he grew more and more anxious. If he didn’t think of something soon, he wasn’t going anywhere.

Right! The cloak!

Cloudhawk channeled some of his will into the cloak. Its special properties made moving easier so that even here, he could move around with a little effort.

The two relics synergized well.

Cloudhawk couldn’t waste any more time. Like a swimmer, he desperately swung his arms and legs, heading for the wall. His head reached what should have been an impenetrable obstacle, but within the sphere of power created by the stone, it felt more like he was pressing against the edge of a balloon.

“Shit, goddamnit!”

Cloudhawk’s head passed through the wall and then stopped. The rest of his body was stuck on the other side. He flailed, kicked, and wriggled in all sorts of ways that made him look utterly ridiculous. But, no matter what he did, he was stuck. He discovered that the obstacle he’d run into was the layer of metal coating the other side of the wall.

He was now beginning to understand the boundaries.

Using the power of the stone, Cloudhawk could dislodge himself from his dimension. It made him effectively a ghost. However, everything that existed in real space left its mark here in the between place, and the more mass it had in the real world, the denser it was here. The more powerful the energy within it, the more repulsive it became.

Floating through the air took no effort at all, but trying to slip through a wall was much more difficult. This went doubly so for metal prisons. Metal was, after all, much denser than air or stone. He struggled and struggled, using all the strength he had until eventually, he managed to slip past the barrier.

“Da-… damn! That was tiring!”

His whole body hurt after that suffocating ordeal. He’d used a lot of his psychic energy, to the point where he knew he only had a few more seconds left. Once he was out of the prison, he saw that the whole area was crawling with guards. Luckily, he swam right past them, and no one seemed to notice.

Great, but not something he had time to gloat over. He had to go!

Cloudhawk floundered like a man about to drown, his limbs flailing comically in exaggerated motions. He darted up towards the ceiling then bounced off like a soap bubble. However, after another few moments of struggle, he bungled through.

Great!

Ah! He felt a deep sense of relief. It felt pretty great when walls couldn’t stop you!

Quite a helpful ability to those in the business of theft and murder, he had to admit. He could move around this heavily fortified place like he didn’t exist. There wasn’t a prison in all the world that could lock him up!

1. Sixty is normal.

2. Shock and hypothermia, which presumably Cloudhawk is suffering from, are different but present similarly. Shock is the rapid drop of blood pressure which leads to cell and organ death within a few hours. Hypothermia is defined as a body temperature below 96 degrees. Severe hypothermia is below 90 where fatality is almost 100% guaranteed without severe intervention. Hypothermia causes heart dysrhythmias (abnormal heartbeats leading to heart attacks and/or clots) and renal (kidney) failure within a few hours.


22 / The Manhunt


On the road, near Skycloud’s prison.

Two young boys tussled in a street corner, each with a sugar sculpture in hand. Suddenly, there was a flash, and a masked man fell out of thin air right in front of them. There was no warning and no way for them to get ready – a moment ago, there was only empty space, and now, there was this stranger.

“Ah! Ghost!”

The two boys screeched and turned to run.

After returning to reality, Cloudhawk doubled over and gasped voraciously for air. His muscles screamed and threatened to give out. Fighting his exhaustion, he reached out with both hands and grabbed the kids before they could get away.

“Shut up!”

Both little boys were only about five years old. They’d never met anyone as dangerous and aggressive as Cloudhawk. What’s more, the way his voice sounded made him appear like something out of a nightmare.

“If either of you tells anyone you saw me, I’ll squish your heads until they pop!”

He let them go after delivering the threat but not before snatching the sugary treats out of their hands. The kids couldn’t believe it – not only was this guy gonna kill them, but he also stole their candy! Looking forlornly at their empty hands, they threw themselves to the ground and began to wail.

A couple came over to see what the ruckus was about. “What’s going on?”

“We saw a monster!”

“Monster? What are you talking about?”

“Really, we did! A candy-stealing monster!”

The men and woman exchanged a quizzical look. What sort of monster was this?

The candy-stealing monster brazenly walked down the street a little ways up the road with his mask perched on the top of his head. He munched on the brittle sugar sculptures while deftly avoiding passersby. Man, he thought, this place sure is different. These candies are delicious!

But, what now?

His recent troubles had been a blessing in disguise. His psychic energies had improved by leaps and bounds and were at least several times stronger than before. By now, he had to be more capable than people on the level of the two apprentice demon hunters he had first fought. He’d also learned out of necessity what his stone could do. Being able to phase through things was going to come in handy, both in a fight and when sneaking around.

But, Frost de Winter wasn’t going to let the matter drop once he discovered Cloudhawk had escaped.

It didn’t matter that the young wastelander had been empowered by the stone, he still wasn’t Frost de Winter’s equal. He had to think of a way to put some distance between them. But, what he really wanted to know was whether the governor’s disciple was working alone or on his master’s behalf.

Lord Arcturus was Selene’s uncle. It didn’t make any sense for him to distrust his own niece.

Cloudhawk thought that it might be a good idea to go back to the manor. Maybe he could find a way to meet the governor face-to-face.

However, no sooner had the thought crossed his mind than Cloudhawk’s old instincts take over. He’d spent long years in the wastelands and didn’t trust strangers easily. [1] Since he didn’t know anything about Arcturus’s stance or attitude, he decided not to put himself in potential danger. Frost de Winter was strong enough. If Arcturus caught him, Cloudhawk didn’t think even phasing through walls would save him. After all, the governor was a master demon hunter!

Clang! Clang! Clang!

The sound of clattering armor quickly moving reached his ears. A man in white with a silver spear was coming his way with several dozen soldiers.

Cloudhawk immediately flung himself around a corner. He didn’t see his face, but Cloudhawk knew that sound – it was Frozen Dirge. The one who led the group had to be Frost de Winter. They were headed for the prison, oozing with the intent to murder.

Heading over to execute me? Fuck, I was in more danger than I thought!

If he’d been even a few minutes slower, he’d be a dead man.

When they found out he was missing, the soldiers would definitely seal the streets and start looking for him. The city was going to get very dangerous for him very quickly. Slipping the mask back on his face, he tapped it gently. A foolish grinning face in white appeared, and his voice took on a comical warble.

The clothes he wore were the ones they’d given him at the mansion. It was definitely something the soldiers would be on the lookout for, so the first place he looked for was a place to get a new outfit. He found one quickly and helped himself to a simple overcoat without causing any trouble. It helped him look more the part of a typical citizen who was out for a stroll.

Now that his clothing was settled, where should he go? He didn’t know. He needed help, but the only person he knew in the city that he could trust was Squall.

That wasn’t an appealing option, though. It would almost certainly mean disaster for the Bloomnettle Merchant Company if he got them involved. Cloudhawk was drowning in a sea of uncertainty.
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Those locked in up Skycloud’s jails were all offenders who’d dared ignore the laws of the holy city. 

Even in a place of unified faith and ideology like the Elysian lands, not everyone was good or devout. There were always those who violated the law, those who stole or fought or sometimes killed. It was an inevitable flaw of humanity, and even though faith could weaken the urges, they wouldn’t always be wiped clean.

In this section of the prison, most of the incarcerated were marked for death. As such, the security was higher, and the guards were more numerous. In the entire history of the prison, they had never had a single prisoner escape. Unfortunately, however, today it seemed that sterling reputation would be tarnished. Seeing as this was no small matter, Frost de Winter immediately sent for his master.

Lord Arcturus stood before the cell. Inside, a block of ice shaped like a thin man stood, radiating cold vapor. However, the previously flawless exterior was now covered in cracks, and the features of the one it used to hold had become blurred. The only obvious feature was the man-shaped cavity inside.

Cracked, but not broken. The statue remained intact. The cell itself was undamaged. No signs of struggle were evident.

This cell didn’t have a drain much less a window. How could someone simply vanish from what was essentially a stone cube?

Arcturus stepped into the cell with an attendant in tow. It was Augustus. He stood outside while the governor took a closer look. He had to admit, it’d been a very long time since he’d seen Arcturus at a loss. His deep, wise eyes were fixed on the statue with great interest as though he were appreciating a piece of art.

Frost de Winter stood to one side, hanging his head in shame. “I didn’t think he could escape.”

Lord Arcturus’s response was as gentle as ever. The low volume didn’t sacrifice any of his majesty. In fact, with the amount of prestige he held, he didn’t need to try to appear dignified. It had seeped into every fiber of his being and every movement he made. His royal bearing was difficult to describe but easily felt. “Interesting,” he murmured. “Very interesting.”

Puzzlement evident in his voice, Frost de Winter went on, “I’ve never heard of a method like this. How did he do it?”

Lord Arcturus Cloude slowly extended a finger. The ice sculpture immediately sublimated and became a cloud of chilly vapor before vanishing in the stagnant breeze. “Only phasing relics can do this, as far as I’m aware. Only, such rare and powerful relics haven’t been seen since the end of the god wars. Even if that were the case, a young man like him should not be capable of employing its powers. There are secrets we are not aware of at work, secrets we must come to understand.”

“I’ll gather my men and hunt him down!” Frost de Winter promised.

“Hunt him down? How will you do that? You rush ahead blindly in pursuit of what you can’t grasp. We must lure him out with something large that is sure to get his attention. Only, if it gets the sanctuary involved, this matter will be difficult to explain.” Lord Arcturus spoke to his disciple, “Whatever the plight, you must never abandon the light of reason. This young man still does not know the true reason for our actions. Even if he should escape, insignificant people such as him can do us no harm. But, if he should be moved to seek answers as a result of your pursuit, then he could threaten everything we’ve built.”

“What should we do?”

“Quietly establish a cordon around the nearest streets. It couldn’t have been more than half an hour since he escaped. A penniless outsider who knows nothing of our city won’t be able to find transport, so I suspect he’ll be contained to a five thousand square meter area. He is in unfamiliar territory, so he will be reluctant to take risks. Prepare a small squad of demon hunters and pick up his scent. When we know his next target, we will be there to meet him.” He paused and then continued after a moment, “He went to the mansion, you say. Go and bring me everything he’s touched.”

“Huh?’

“What?”

“I felt that the things he came in contact with were sullied. I had them disposed of.”

Frost felt Lord Arcturus’s eyes swing towards him, and instantly, his every hair stood on end. The governor had no reproachful words for him, but his look alone caused the disciple to break out in a cold sweat. All of a sudden, he remembered something and hurriedly spoke, “Right, the clothes he was wearing when he arrived should still be there.”

Cloudhawk had been forcibly made to wash and change his clothes once he was brought to the governor’s mansion. The outfit he’d been wearing for a week or so hadn’t been destroyed yet.

Augustus Cloude left to retrieve them. He was back in a few short minutes.

Arcturus looked them over when they were delivered. “This will be enough.”

The expression on Frost de Winter’s face showed he did not understand. “It’s just a set of clothes…”

“You must learn to be observant and to see things from different angles.” Lord Arcturus lifted the clothes higher to illustrate. “Look closely. Marks on the clothing reveal that he’d worn them for roughly five days. This would also be the last time he washed and changed. Working backwards with this time frame in mind, it isn’t difficult to ascertain that he came from Sandbar Outpost in the borderlands. It’s a two-day journey from the mountain pass and another two-day trip by airship.”

Frost de Winter drew himself up, ready for action. “Then, I’ll go immediately to question the crews of all the ships that have come to Skycloud in the past day.”

“Your proposal will accomplish nothing. Listen until I have finished.” Lord Arcturus then pinched the fabric between his fingers. “This material was made in Skycloud Domain. It is exceedingly cheap but is both practical and durable. Most importantly, it is designed to keep out sand. Judging by the pattern, it was made in bulk. If we look at the combination of the workmanship, material, and style, we learn that only someone who often traverses the borderlands would order something this cheap and convenient.”

Lord Arcturus spotted a stain he couldn’t rub out and took a closer look, whereupon he found small traces of an herb. “The stains and the presence of these herbs suggest a connection to merchants, specifically those who trade in herbs and minerals. What you should be looking for is a small group of merchants arriving today from Sandbar Outpost with a cargo of minerals and herbs. Augustus, accompany Frost de Winter.”

Augustus responded with a slight bow.

Lord Arcturus had given them a target using nothing more than a set of clothing. He’d shrunk the scope of their search into something far more manageable. Frost could not admire his master any more than he did at that moment.

1. Yeah right.


23 / The Ambush


“Governor, sir!” Lord Arcturus had just finished explaining his findings when one of the guards came rushing in. “You have an urgent summons from the Temple. They ask that you answer immediately.”

He answered with a nod. “I leave this matter to the two of you.”

“Your disciple obeys.”

“Your subordinate obeys.”

The young man wouldn’t get far, not so long as Lord Arcturus was governor. With his skills and knowledge, every move the escapee made would be followed, his every action monitored. However, it would be strange for the governor to handle such a seemingly small matter himself. It would draw a lot of unwelcome attention.

Skycloud Domain was not under the control of the governor alone.

He had many old adversaries throughout the territory, and the Temple always hung over his head. He had to be careful of what he did, and what’s more, the Temple’s summons meant important matters were at hand. Lord Arcturus didn’t have the focus to spare on this piddling young wastelander.

Augustus was no simple man himself. He was prudent, cautious, and had been a loyal follower of Lord Arcturus for over a decade. Frost de Winter was also resolute, intelligent, talented, and capable. The two of them were Lord Arcturus’s most trusted men, and together, there was very little they couldn’t accomplish. Their target this time was a young convict – nothing beyond their capabilities.

Lord Arcturus’s body slowly grew translucent and then faded from view. He disappeared, leaving nothing but a swirl of dust where he’d stood.

Augustus bowed as his master left them and arose once he was gone. “So, what is your plan, my dear nephew?”

Frost de Winter thought for a moment. “A few hundred men are more than enough to deal with one person. However, he is crafty and has unique powers. I’ll need a demon hunter who is adept at tracking. I would like to ask for your help, Uncle Augustus, if possible.”

“This… is not a problem.”

In his last excursion into the wastelands, Augustus had lost many demon hunters. It was a tragedy, not just for him but for the whole of Skycloud domain. Even now, they still had not recovered so there weren’t many demon hunters left. However, there were enough to spare to catch a single escapee.

A few minutes later…

Three hundred disguised soldiers had gathered. They were not in the standard armor they were accustomed to, forsaking them for civilian clothing.

Augustus approached Frost de Winter with six demon hunters in tow. Each of them was an experienced tracker. Frost de Winter nodded in satisfaction. This should be more than enough for the task at hand.

At this time, a young woman appeared in the doorway. She was pale and haggard, and her eyes were unsettlingly empty. She walked with the help of her exorcist rod, and a beautiful torque embraced her frail neck. She hobbled their way like a walking corpse.

“Claudia, you haven’t yet recovered. What are you doing here?” Augustus wrinkled his eyebrows as he looked sternly at the wounded woman. “We don’t need you for this mission.”

“Master Augustus.” Her face was expressionless like it was nothing more than a mask. “My wounds are healed. I can help. I request you allow me to participate.”

Augustus was about to speak when he was interrupted by Frost de Winter’s cold and dismissive voice. “Leave. I don’t need half-dazed garbage like you endangering my mission.”

Claudia’s pale face flushed red. She clenched her fists and fought back the urge to argue.

Augustus intervened, “You aren’t at your best. Go back and rest.”

Claudia hung her head, grinding her teeth. Disappointment was clear on her stiff face as she turned and left.

Frost de Winter heard what happened to Claudia. She failed her very first mission and hadn’t been able to recover from the shame. Her incompetence earned nothing but his disdain, so he paid her no mind and spoke instead to the others. “Starting today, your mission is to spread out through the main areas of the city and keep your eyes open for our suspect. The person you are looking for is about one hundred and eighty-seven centimeters tall, thin, and wears a gray cloak. He may be wearing a mask. We assume he has trained to become the equivalent of a novice demon hunter. If you see someone who matches this description, detain him immediately, and if they attempt to escape or resist, you are authorized to kill them.”

Claudia was walking towards the door, but she hadn’t yet left. Frost de Winter’s description tickled at something in her mind.

Her dim eyes suddenly lit up, and a vibrant fire burned behind them like a pair of furnaces. Was it… was it even possible? How could he be in Skycloud Domain?!

Claudia wanted to question Frost de Winter and get more information, but the governor’s disciple was as cold as a glacier. To him, she was less than nothing. She remained nearby as he dispatched his people, holding her necklace tightly. Gritting her teeth, Claudia made her determination.

If you won’t have me on your mission, then I’ll do it myself!

I’ll wash my hands of this disgrace once and for all!
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Cloudhawk had only escaped from prison not thirty minutes ago. Completely unfamiliar with the city, he decided to make his way back to the foliage-strewn parks near the temple square. It was quiet there and was a suitable place to hide.

He felt haunted by the situation he found himself in. His hunters had to already be drawing the net closed.

His condition had gone from bad to worse, but he needed to keep his wits about him. He couldn’t go rushing to Bloomnettle Company. They didn’t have any way to help him anyway. Besides, Cloudhawk was poison, and anyone he touched would be in danger just for associating with him. The best decision was to keep his distance as much as possible. Hopefully, that would be enough to keep them out of harm’s way.

As for whether or not the recent circumstances would affect his merchant friends, Cloudhawk couldn’t say. He hadn’t broken any laws that he knew of. He’d only did as Selene instructed, even showing her token. Their reactions didn’t make any sense.

Cloudhawk’s stomach loudly complained of hunger.

The Elysian lands were not as backwards as the wastelands. They used hard currency, cast by methods taught to them by the gods. They had bronze, silver, and gold coins. Standard conversion was one hundred bronze to one silver and one hundred silver to one gold. All the lands under the auspices of the gods were available for its people to use, and so long as you had the money, anything could be bought.

This was not the case for Cloudhawk. He had neither shelter nor coin and had begun contemplating whether he should steal some to purchase food.

Just then, two dark figures appeared among the trees. Cloudhawk instantly went on alert – they were following him!

Due to his new coat and the new face on his mask, they wouldn’t be able to easily recognize him. If they had, they wouldn’t be leisurely headed his way. There would be scores of burly men trying to take him down.

Cloudhawk vanished right in front of them.

The two men gasped and looked at each other in shock. They then raced ahead to where he’d been. When they got there, they saw nothing.

“Looking for me?” As the two men were beginning to doubt their eyes, a cold voice reached their ears. Their eyes went wide as a hand came up on either side of them and smashed their heads together. They collided like a pair of melons to the sound of a sickening crunch.

Cloudhawk’s strength couldn’t be underestimated!

Without a helmet, the two soldiers had nothing to protect their skulls. The bones fractured easily, leaving them with nasty concussions at the very least. It would take them the better part of a week to recover. It would be a mistake, however, to consider Skycloud’s guards to be this weak. He’d managed to use his cloak to catch them by surprise, giving them no chance to fight back.

Cloudhawk stooped over them and began to sift through their pockets. Perhaps they had something he could use, like money or a way for him to fake his identity. But, just as he stretched out his hand to start searching, a flood of anxiety overcame him. Danger.

Something wasn’t right.

Six more men appeared out of the blue with swords in their hands. Six white blades came at him like coordinated lightning strikes.

As they lunged at him, Cloudhawk’s eyes picked out one in particular, a demon hunter. He could hear the resonance of a relic in use – this demon hunter had a way to conceal his entire group from view, which was how they appeared so suddenly.

No wonder he’d heard nothing, nor had he felt their murderous intentions.

Fuck! I didn’t notice them in time! They’d probably spotted him a while ago, but they didn’t move in right away because he’d changed his appearance. The demon hunter had probably sent the two soldiers out as decoys to see how he’d react. 

He couldn’t run or disappear, so he instead chose to deal with what he thought were just two guards – falling right into their trap. The angry whistles of six swords chopping his way filled the air, causing all of his nerves to go tense.

A moment ago, he was alone. Now, he was in the center of a deadly storm – moving too quickly for him to react.

Cloudhawk’s hearing seemed to bypass his brain and move right to his limbs. The moment the sound of those tearing blades arose, he was on the move without a second thought, retreating backwards. The swordsmen closed in, the light of their quivering swords creating a rapidly closing net. No matter where he tried to go, Cloudhawk had half a dozen fatal blows waiting for him.

Boom!

The area around Cloudhawk exploded.

Explosion wasn’t the right word. A cloud of yellow sand suddenly sprang up all around as if the earth had spat it out. In the course of his escape from prison, Cloudhawk’s psychic powers had improved, which in turn made him more dangerous with the Gospel of the Sands.

Each bit of gravel was like a biting thorn. Dead sand arrows also filled the center of the cloud. Faced with the sudden and unexpected counterattack, the soldiers were forced back. They were able to protect themselves by using their swords to deflect the more dangerous arrows, and the captain of the strike team was even quick enough to thrust his sword into the center of the dust cloud.

Cloudhawk dodged to the side, but the man’s sword sliced a hole in his clothing, revealing a golden book cover underneath. Cloudhawk used his sand-covered left hand to grab the blade as it swung by. With his right hand, he grabbed the swordsman’s wrist. Before he could break it and take the sword, the strike force leader let go and wrenched his hand free. He pulled out a dagger and stabbed at his target.

He gave up his sword and followed up with a dagger strike. His reaction times were incredibly fast – he was no doubt an accomplished holy warrior.

Cloudhawk’s left hand held the blade and his wrist swung around to grab the hilt. His opponent was too close, so when he lunged in and attacked with his dagger, Cloudhawk didn’t have time to respond. With both hands on the sword, he pressed them together. The combined stress bent the sword blade. Snap! Shards of metal were launched outward and buried themselves in his enemy’s face.

A normal person would stop fighting the moment they suffered an injury like this.

But this soldier, his face already slick with blood from the wound, didn’t stop. He didn’t even blink and kept the dagger aimed at Cloudhawk’s throat. This level of steadfast determination could only be tempered from years of experience and training. Never give up a chance to put down one’s enemy. Disregard your own safety for the mission. Do not fear death. He came at Cloudhawk with the knife like it was the purpose of his whole being.

This fucker was one tough son of a bitch!

At the same time, the demon hunter was behind him, slowly drawing back the string of his bow. The other five swordsmen were closing in to follow their captain’s lead. Yes, Cloudhawk was stronger than he ever was – but he was in greater danger than ever before.


24 / Around Every Corner


The invisibility cloak reacted once again. Cloudhawk vanished from view.

He couldn’t completely avoid his enemy’s attack, but by hiding from view, he could perhaps force the attack off target. The soldier’s dagger was aimed for his throat but missed and struck his shoulder instead. Cloudhawk had grown tough, so when the dagger dug into his flesh, he reacted by kicking the soldier square in the chest. The man’s sternum shattered, and he was thrown away.

Cloudhawk deftly eluded the other attacks aimed his way.

Most of these men were too weak to be a problem. If he fought without concern for safety, he could likely take out most of them without much trouble. But, it wasn’t worth it. He didn’t want to die with these assholes. So… he looked for a way to escape.

The vibrations of a relic hummed louder. He didn’t need to see it to know the demon hunter’s relic bow was ready to fire.

Cloudhawk could tell from the demon hunter’s aura that he was stronger than the one he’d fought and killed before. This guy’s bow could blow apart a steel plate with a single shot. Free from the captain, Cloudhawk grabbed another one of the soldiers and yanked him in front as a meat shield.

Tang! The relic bow loosed its arrow.

Cloudhawk watched as a hole opened up in the man in front of him like he had been struck by a massive rifle shot. There was nothing like watching your own attack tearing a friend apart, but the demon hunter still kept fighting. The man he shot didn’t scream or protest – he understood.

These fucks are crazy! I’m so tired of fighting these zealots!

Cloudhawk held up a shield of sand. The blood and bits of flesh blown out of the soldier splattered on it with such force that the shield fell apart. He was tossed into the air, but he wrenched around, using the momentum to run along an adjacent wall. Having regained his bearings, he used the cloak to vanish from view and escape.

The demon hunter lowered his bow. His face was downcast and angry.

The ambush looked complicated, but it was over in a matter of seconds, only enough time for him to fire one shot. Their target was quick, agile, and his psychic energy was stronger than his. That’s how he was able to escape.

The demon hunter galvanized the power of his relic but found no trace of the culprit. His invisibility relic shielded his presence and made him quick. Following him would be a tall order.

Cloudhawk made a clean escape, but it brought him no joy. These lackeys had caught his scent and found him quickly. He worried that next time, things could turn out much worse. Now that they spotted him, they were going to call more to the area, and although Cloudhawk had gotten stronger, they were going to get him sooner or later if he was trapped here.

Run! He had to find a way to run far from here!

Cloudhawk’s mind raced for a solution. If he ran, where would he go? It was a life or death question, and he didn’t have any time to think of a good answer. The guards here were not to be trifled with, and the demon hunters were unpredictable. If this were the wastelands, he might have had a chance to get away, but this was Skycloud Domain. Who knew how many soldiers and demon hunters were after him?

Frost de Winter was the governor’s disciple, so gathering a bunch of demon hunters who could track him wasn’t unthinkable.

The last one was able to hide a whole group and get close without him even noticing. That alone was a problem. Demon hunters had all sorts of strange abilities, different from any of the ones he fought before. He didn’t like having to contend against them.

Right! Didn’t he find a map in the Sandbar?

He hadn’t shown it to anyone when he went to the governor’s mansion. He’d spent some time on his way into the city studying the map and found that it had a very complete architectural record. It even described the area under the Skycloud, which was filled with a series of interlinking pipelines. If he remembered correctly, they should lead him out of the city.

Skycloud City was covered in an energy field that kept out those of unknown origin. No one could leave without proper authorization either. If Cloudhawk wanted to get out of here, the city pipes were the way to go.

Suddenly, he remembered the toxic weapons the Dark Atom had prepared. Hadn’t they been planning on using them in these secret tunnels to attack Skycloud?

It was more than likely. If they were going to use the tunnels to attack the city, why couldn’t he use them to escape? He was planning to find a safe spot to study the map when, all of a sudden, he was splashed in the face with some unknown liquid.

He was invisible but still corporeal, so when the liquid hit him, it outlined his body from head to toe. It was followed by an intense burning that made him yelp in pain and surprise.

Son of a bitch! What the hell?!

Cloudhawk stopped. A delicate and attractive figure blocked his path with a spinning exorcist rod in her hands. A pair of burning eyes alive with hatred stared at him, and with a voice thick with loathing, she hissed, “It IS you!”

There were enemies around every corner! He couldn’t catch a goddamn break!

Cloudhawk recognized Claudia right away. He knew what they had was a blood feud that would only end in one of their deaths. She was the one responsible for wiping out Lighthouse Point. He had answered by killing a bunch of them – her compatriot and a dozen or so soldiers. But a failure like the one she suffered, for a citizen of the Elysian lands who honored glory above all else, was a fate worse than death.

There wasn’t time to think about it. His body had started to go numb, and the liquid she’d thrown on him smoked and stained him with color. His cloak turned anything it touched invisible, so any normal fluid would have vanished as well. However, the stuff Claudia used evaporated quickly and the steam that rose off him wasn’t affected by the cloak. A colorful cloak of smoke hung over him that left no question as to where he stood. His cloak was useless now.

Worse still, whatever this shit was, she’d infused it with some kind of numbing agent. Cloudhawk felt like he was turning into wood.

“The potion will paralyze you. It’s strong enough to knock a bull out for three full days.” Claudia’s ice-cold eyes never left Cloudhawk’s steaming outline. “Do you have any last words?”

Cloudhawk shook his head. “I’m going to die sooner or later. But, not today.”

Claudia gritted her teeth. “Is that right?”

“Frankly, you aren’t any match for me.”

Claudia was already angry, and his words threw her into a fit of rage. She rushed at him with her exorcist rod.

Cloudhawk threw the Gospel of the Sands at her. However, it dissolved in midair into a clump of yellowish sand. The grains grew in number until they became a wall of gravel that blocked her path.

Bang!

She struck the wall with her staff hard enough to break it apart, but much of the sand fell onto her. The grains clung to her like magnets, and the sand got thicker by the second. No matter how she raged, the layer of sand only got thicker, but she still struggled forward like a lioness. Each step came slower than the last, yet she got close enough to swing her staff at Cloudhawk’s head. Just as it was coming down to split him in two, the sand solidified around her. She’d become a sand sculpture.

Cloudhawk hadn’t moved an inch since the start. Claudia’s exorcist rod was frozen five centimeters from the top of his head.

With a wave of his hand, streaks of glimmering sand coalesced in Cloudhawk’s palm. They gathered into the shape of a book. She couldn’t see it, but sweat had started to accumulate on Cloudhawk’s forehead. He smirked at her. ”You aren’t strong enough to kill me.”

Claudia was sealed up tight, as immobile as a snowman. But, her burning eyes were open and she watched with immeasurable hatred as Cloudhawk walked over, picked up her staff, and swung it around like he was getting ready to use it.

Why? Why does it have to be this way? Why does he have to be so strong?

Cloudhawk could see the despair in her eyes as he slowly pushed the exorcist rod into her body, inch by inch. Blood permeated the gripping sands, and as the pain wracked her body, Claudia’s pupils contracted.

“Remember this pain. Remember this humiliation. Remember your failure.” Cloudhawk relinquished his grip on the staff and stepped away. “I’m not going to kill you this time, but if you still want vengeance, feel free to come find me.”

Several minutes later…

People appeared all around. The soldiers discovered Claudia locked up in her prison of sand. They were stunned by the bizarre scene.

Together, they chiseled away at the sand until she was free. Cloudhawk had pierced an artery, but luckily, the pressure of the sand had prevented her from bleeding out. Once they could get to her, the soldiers used medicines to stop the hemorrhage and saved her life.

The fires in Claudia’s eyes had turned to dying embers.

Had Cloudhawk shown her mercy by sparing her life? Was it meant as an insult? Was he mocking her? Her loss in the wastelands could be almost be forgiven since her enemy was cunning and sinister. But this time, this loss… she was beaten. Cloudhawk had not only won, but he had also destroyed her confidence.
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Claudia’s insidious toxins hadn’t fully paralyzed Cloudhawk, and he knew why. His blood burned as factors inside dissolved the poison working through him. It was “Trespasser”, the final gift of the Academician from his time in Blackwater Base.

Somehow, it was able to determine if something was harmful and devour it. Put another way, the more infected Cloudhawk became with Trespasser, the less of an issue poison was for him. Was he now effectively immune? He didn’t know whether it was something to celebrate or fear.

He didn’t kill Claudia because he was softhearted – he wasn’t. He didn’t kill her because he was clinging to hope.

He didn’t know what was going on, so he still held onto the hope that he might live here someday. Killing a few soldiers in self-defense might be pardonable, but killing another demon hunter… there probably wasn’t any coming back from that.

Trespasser was busily cleansing his body of the toxin, but its speed was limited. He was finding it difficult to move, so he had to find someplace to hide and fast. Otherwise, the next group of enemies he ran into would be his end.

Where was a close place he could get out of sight? He went and fought with the question over and over again in his mind until it struck him. He slapped his forehead.

Moron! The most dangerous place is the safest. Hide where no one will expect. They could tear Skycloud down to its foundation and never find me there.


25 / Survival


“Everyone, come quickly. The masters have returned!”

Skycloud dwellings were typically prismatic, tower-like structures, and the Bloomnettle Company’s home was no exception. It had a silver column body that arose to a golden peak. It had ten floors in total and was circled by a small courtyard. It was rather remote, but that just made it quieter and more comfortable.

Squall strode into the courtyard with a smile on his face. It didn’t matter how exhausted he felt. Coming home always filled him with a sense of pride and contentment. This simple and unassuming abode was the product of many years of hard labor. Aside from the company members, there was also the administrative staff; over a hundred men, women, and children. Women and the elderly were the majority. Most of them were relatives and family members who had lived here for many years, living with each other in peace and harmony.

Old Thistle, Squall, the doctor, and twenty-some caravan guards filed into the courtyard, weighed down by fatigue from their long journey. They were greeted with excited shouts. People jumped for joy when they saw their friends and family return.

“Auntie Lotus!”

A pair of young girls with tufts of hair poking from the top of their heads [1] tottered over to the doctor’s open arms. Their ruddy cheeks [2] were so full of vitality and excitement. They were nothing short of adorable. Doctor Lotus lifted them up, one in each arm. Her voice was tender and affectionate as she greeted them.

“Ah, you worked so hard. Squall has gotten dark from the sun.” An elderly woman amiably fawned over the young man before turning her attention to Old Thistle. “Did everything go well?”

“We were caught out in the borderlands by a band of brigands, and there was some conflict with Dark Atom conspirators in the Sandbar. All these years with the old man, I never thought we’d see so much action.” Before Old Thistle could even open his mouth, Squall was already animatedly describing the whole thing. Then, his face grew solemn. “But… Uncle will not be coming home.”

“Uncle” was Bloomnettle’s guard captain. 

The other people of Bloomnettle Company began to notice that the man who was never more than a few feet from Old Thistle’s side was nowhere to be found. Everyone knew what that meant. Misfortune had found the loyal old man, and he would not return to them.

For merchants who traversed the lawless borderlands, this was not uncommon. For a time, they stood in silence, grieving their loss. For everyone here was family, even if they were not related by blood.

“Do not be saddened.” Old Thistle thumbed the beads of his bracelet. “He’d been doing this job for many years and understood that these risks were a fact of life.” He had lost an old friend, and though his heart ached, there were others to consider. He tried to comfort them. “This time, we’ve managed to bring back much more than usual. Uncle’s sacrifice was tragic, but he did it so that our lives might be better. May the gods above welcome his soul and bring him solace. Lotus, make sure his wife and children receive compensation. Keep an eye on his family from now on and make sure they grow up to honor his name.”

The doctor solemnly nodded. Those who returned were the fortunate ones.

The Highwaymen had a reputation for their bloodlust and barbarity. Merchant caravans unfortunate enough to cross their path were destroyed. Their women and valuables would be taken without exception. Were it not for the appearance of the mysterious demon hunter, Old Thistle’s Bloomnettle Merchant Company would have been erased.

Without his intervention, the guard captain’s corpse would have been joined by Old Thistle, Squall, and the rest of the caravan. They would all be rotting under the borderlands’ sun. All except the doctor, who would have been captured and used by the bandits as they pleased, a terrible life where she’d wish for death.

Old Thistle waved his hand, motioning for everyone to disperse. “We cannot forsake our laws. Everyone, go get ready.”

After each successful return, the members of the caravan were expected to bathe, give obeisance to the gods, and to then hold a banquet in celebration to thank the gods for their protection.

Night fell over the magnificent city.

The canopies of the city’s curious trees glowed to lend warmth and light. They towered aloft, bathing large swaths of the city in luminescence like magnificent umbrellas. Skycloud was a portrait of peace and serenity, a paradise on earth. Even the greatest evil in the world would feel their cold hearts thaw at the sight.

People lit their lanterns.

Sand-like particles of light floated from the teapot-shaped curios, and the sands floated around the air to make beautiful patterns. Some were majestic horses. Others were sprawling trees. Some moved while others remained static. Each one was a masterful work of art that lit up the area around it.

At the apex of every civilian dwelling was an altar dedicated to the gods, and within it were lanterns and other tools of worship bestowed upon them by the sanctuary. After bathing and changing his clothes, Old Thistle lit every lantern himself, and from them arose the magnificent and sacred images of the gods.

As merchants, Bloomnettle Company’s altar was a simple thing, but much care went into its use and maintenance. Every plant was meticulously cared for.

By now, it was six o’clock in the evening and the sun’s rays had disappeared from the sky. [3] The solemn toll of the bells from the sanctuary filled the air with its melodious sound. It had a transcendent quality that carried across the city without losing intensity or volume. It rolled across Skycloud, cleansing every heart of impurity, dispelling every evil thought.

It was Skycloud’s evening bell. The day was done. The time for evening prayer had arrived.

Old Thistle and Squall had changed into traditional clothing to conduct sacrifices. The doctor had changed into a spotless white robe that made her look all the more pure and beautiful. The three of them stood in front, while the rest of the company stood dutifully behind.

The twenty or so other travelers had also bathed and changed. Their faces were serene and pious as they stood before the altar and prayed.

As a merchant, Old Thistle was perhaps shrewd and covetous, but he was like all the rest of Skycloud’s citizens: He was a devout believer. He believed that everything he owned was thanks to the grace of the gods.

They escaped from certain death, met demon hunters, worked in service of the army, and made many connections that would help Squall become successful in the future. How could these not be gifts from on high?

“Thank you, great gods, for our shelter.”

“May your light shine upon us for all time.”

“May we bask in your grace and glory.”

Old Thistle, Lotus, and Squall bowed low before the altar. The others prostrated themselves respectfully.

Squall was a little different from his devoted foster father. He found this whole process rather boring. He didn’t believe the righteous and mighty gods listened to the prayers of ordinary men. Squall wanted to be a demon hunter, not in order to serve the gods, but because he respected the job.

Of course, boring as it was, he still had to pretend.

The prayers continued for two whole hours.

Old Thistle was getting on in years, and after such a long time stretched on the ground, he needed Squall and the doctor’s help to rise back up. However, he was doing well. The old merchant felt like they had been blessed. He never felt more assured of his faith.

“I’m sure we’re all tired of waiting. Now, it’s time for our dinner!”

The young children leaped about and cheered for joy.

Their banquet was a plentiful one, another tradition the company enjoyed. Every safe return was celebrated with hearty dishes and flowing wine. It was the most joyous day of every month, like a holiday. This was especially true for the most gluttonous children who could savor more food than they could fit in their bellies.

In these holy lands, fruits and grains grew swiftly, and livestock reproduced with alarming speed. So long as they remained devoted to the gods, no one went to sleep with an empty stomach. After all, Skycloud was the capital of this land of plenty. No other place could match its affluence.

After the ceremony, Squall went right back to his uninhibited and unabashed persona. He jumped up onto a stool and held a cup of pale gold ale over his head. “Tonight, we drink!”

“Young master Squall, there won’t be many more days you’ll be able to drink like this with us!”

“Yeah, young master Squall will be a demon hunter soon. How will His Excellency have time to drink with lowly people like us after that, eh?”

“Bah! What kind of nonsense is this?” He pounded his mug against the tabletop [4]. “No matter what I become in the future, you all are family. How could I avoid the people I love? You people are cursing my name. You should be punished!”

Raucous laughter filled the dining hall.

Old Thistle smiled, but he spoke seriously to his young charge, “Remember your behavior and your faith, Squall. You are to be a demon hunter. You cannot be so frivolous. Come down!”

Squall impishly shrugged at the old man.

This exchange was not just flippant talk. It wasn’t easy for Bloomnettle Company to get to where it was today. In the ten years since Squall had been with Old Thistle, they’d gone from a small outfit with no home to one that could live in Skycloud City. It was all thanks to the old man’s ceaseless efforts that, at last, they had a life they could take pride in.

Squall was also filled with a sense of pride. He was liked here. They weren’t notable people in the Elysian lands, but these were his people. This was his family.

Squall idolized Lord Arcturus and deeply desired to become a demon hunter so that he could protect those around him. He worked hard so that one day, he could achieve that dream.

Over a hundred people were busily eating food and loudly celebrating when –

Thud!

The front door was shoved open. The sound of clanking armor filled the air.

A hundred soldiers surged in with their weapons held ready, and before anyone knew what was going on, they were surrounded. Their armor glinted in the dim light, cold and uninviting. The area was suddenly enveloped with a menacing air. Like ice water poured on burning charcoal, the whole courtyard suddenly felt cold.

A group of people dressed as demon hunters entered.

A young man and one in his middle years led them. The younger one was especially gallant-looking with his white armor and silver spear. The other man was clad in a white demon hunter cloak and held himself with a lofty and learned demeanor. Both were illustrious figures in Skycloud City and were instantly recognizable. The younger one was Lord Arcturus’s disciple, Frost de Winter, while the older gentleman was Lord Arcturus’s younger brother and his right-hand assistant, Augustus.

Obviously, the two were the governor’s close subordinates, having arrived with a contingent of demon hunters in tow. If any one of them were to show up alone, it would have been a stunning happenstance for these simple merchants. How could they ever even imagine entertaining so many illustrious people all at the same time? They stared dumbly at the scene, unsure of what to make of it.

“Most honorable gentlemen.” Old Thistle got the sense that their visit did not bode well for them. Trembling, he rose to his feet and made his way over to them while constantly bowing and respectfully addressed them, “What brings you venerable sirs to this humble man’s home?”

With a cold smirk on his face, Frost de Winter swung his spear to point at the old man. Its silvery light streaked prettily through the air. “You traitors have been found to have colluded with a demon’s agent. You dare stand before me and feign ignorance? We have already learned everything. I recommend that you cooperate. Speak! Where is the demon’s spy hiding?!”

“Impossible!” Old Thistle was a man of great poise, but the accusation shook him to the core. “We’re a simple merchant company. How could we ever cavort with demons? We are devout followers of the gods. What you say is impossible! Honorable sirs, you must have made a mistake.”

“You still dare to conceal him? Open your eyes and look. Is this item not yours?” Frost de Winter threw a robe onto the ground before them. It was the clothing they had lent Cloudhawk. Frost de Winter’s voice was as cold as the grave. “You are responsible for bringing a demon spy into the city. Do you still deny it?”

Fear stole the color from their faces. They looked at one another, sharing the same silent question. Him?

It didn’t make any sense. How could he be a spy? 

But, the truth of it didn’t matter at the moment. Whether he was or not, they could not admit culpability. If they did, it would spell their end.

Squall, inexperienced and unable to restrain himself, shot to his feet. “It’s a mistake! You’re wrong. How could he be a spy? He saved our lives and even exposed Dark Atom agents in Sandbar Outpost. He’s a demon hunter. There’s no way he would work for demons! He came to Skycloud in order to meet Lord Arcturus. I’m sure the governor wouldn’t allow a good man to be slandered!”

Augustus’s eyebrows slowly knit together.

Frost de Winter’s pupils shrunk to tiny black points, and his eyes filled with the promise of murder. His voice sounded like it bubbled up from the depths of hell itself. “It appears you know quite a lot.”

They were done for!

Old Thistle was a man of rich experience. He didn’t know what was going on, but he instantly knew one thing from the look on Frost de Winter’s face. It made his heart go cold.

1. This is the primo hairstyle for young girls in China. They look like onion sprouts.

2. Also a staple for small children, especially those who live in rural environments. It’s taken as a sign of vivacity and youthfulness. Actually, it’s a physical reaction to something in their lifestyle, but I can’t for the life of me remember what my instructors told me.

3. China uses a universal time zone for the entire country and doesn’t account for daylight savings. That means they’ll have sunset at midnight during the summers. Just an interesting factoid

4. A form of cheering in China, like clinking your glasses together


26 / Shattered Faith


In the heat of the moment, Squall had let himself mouth off. It was too late to take the words back now.

Old Thistle didn’t know why this was happening. He didn’t want to know the story and how it involved them. All he knew was that Frost de Winter was one of the most capable men in all of Skycloud and was Lord Arcturus’s disciple. The governor had to know that he was here and what he was going to do.

That meant that everything Frost de Winter did was a reflection of the governor’s will. If Frost de Winter felt that the young man was a demon spy, that meant Lord Arcturus shared his views.

As this realization dawned on him, a cold sweat broke out on Old Thistle’s forehead. It didn’t matter what the truth was. Who would dare contradict Lord Arcturus’s decree? His people were responsible for bringing an enemy agent into the city, and whether or not they did it consciously didn’t matter. There were going to be consequences.

Banishment. Death. At the very least, his family would be cast from Skycloud.

Old Thistle was an old man, so he didn’t mind shouldering the ramifications, but he did fear for Squall. If this matter ruined the young man’s prospects for becoming a demon hunter, what effect would that have? He would rather die than to have to watch the future splendor of his adopted son cast into the mud.

“No! No, this is all a mistake! We didn’t know anything!” Old Thistle stepped forward, putting himself between him and the boy. “Master Frost de Winter, I am a moral businessman. Squall is just a boy. If there is any fault, it lies with me. You cannot unjustly punish a faithful servant!”

Frost de Winter’s face turned deathly cold. “Unjustly punish?”

The accusation hung in the air between the two men when suddenly, a carved blade flashed. As it traveled, its intricately carved surface refracted the light and traced a beautiful arc, somehow whipping around Frost de Winter’s neck and headed straight for Old Thistle. The old man’s head was flung into the air where it tumbled end over end. Shocked and stricken, his family watched as it struck the ground with an empty thud.

That sickle blade was thin, sharp, and blindingly fast.

It happened so quickly that the blood didn’t start to flow from Old Thistle’s neck until his head hit the ground. It spurted into the air like a grotesque fountain.

“Father!”

“Boss!”

Horrified cries rang out from Bloomnettle Company.

Squall scrambled over to his dad’s body and gathered it into his arms. A few feet away, the old man’s head stared blankly into the sky. His mouth opened and closed, working desperately to speak, but no sound would come out.

“No! … NO!”

Squall wailed at the sky, clutching his dead father.

Augustus stood nearby, unblinking. The sickle blade returned to his pale and slender hand like it had a mind of its own. The weapon, exquisite and as thin as a cicada’s wing, spun in his palm.

“Why act so quickly, Uncle Augustus?” Frost de Winter was clearly dissatisfied. “I hadn’t even had the chance to question him.”

“Your method of questioning is too slow.” The man’s face, fair and rich in dignity, maintained a cool expression. He spoke without hurry, “They have admitted to consorting with the spy. That is enough. Putting them all to death isn’t even sufficient punishment. But, the spy is hiding somewhere and we don’t have time to waste on traitors.”

There was a murderous fire in the hearts of these men. Cloudhawk’s capture and escape had been revealed by Augustus’s words.

So far, several soldiers and one demon hunter had been injured. One soldier was dead. The matter was still under wraps, but it was impossible to hide flames behind paper. Eventually, news would get out if the situation wasn’t contained, and if Lord Arcturus’s enemies caught wind – or if word got to the sanctuary – other powers would become involved. Things would become far more complicated.

It was just as Lord Arcturus said. Rules existed for the sake of convenience, but when they got in the way of real work, they needed to be broken. That was what Augustus was doing. These were critical times that demanded critical measures, and they couldn’t afford the luxury of doing things the “right” way.

Augustus lifted his left hand, and the spinning blade rose into the air as though on cue. Its shrill sound was like the voice of death. He looked out over the crowd. “Our patience and time are limited. Tell us everything you know, or pray for mercy from my chakram.”

A demon hunter, killing the faithful without a word? This was Skycloud City! Even sinners had the right to judgment under the law before being convicted!

Under what authority was Augustus allowed to cut down a pious believer? In the face of this heartless act, Frost de Winter just frowned and let it be. He understood the gravity of the situation. There wasn’t going to be any public trial. All of these people knew too much. They all had to die. Killing a few earlier meant nothing.

“You animals!”

Squall sprang to his feet and ran at them. It was unthinkable that his father would die at the hands of an esteemed demon hunter.

It was undeniable that Old Thistle was a businessman, one who curried favor and had a lust for wealth. But, he had been a devoted follower of the gods for decades. He prayed every night, observed every tradition, and was never consciously wicked. 

Why? Why!?

Squall was especially hurt by the fact that these men were the Lord Arcturus’s trusted agents! The man he respected the most, idolized above all others. Was all of this his will?

In a blink, Squall had the person he loved the most stolen from him. In that instant, whatever faith he had shattered. His eyes were red and wild from fury, and though he knew it would mean his death, he ran at the men responsible.

Lotus shouted after him, “Squall!”

Bullshit! This whole world, it’s all bullshit! Kill me. Just kill me!

Augustus flicked his left wrist, and in response, his wisp-thin crescent blade shot out once again, its cold silver light marking out its path. Augustus was outstanding even among the great demon hunters: his weapon was known as the Moonlight Crescent that could overcome all defenses, while his Celestial Sphere was a weapon a hundred crossbows could not pierce. Be it offense or defense, no other demon hunter came close. How could Squall stand a chance?

Venting his pain and anger through a bestial scream, Squall rushed forward. When the blade came his way, he threw himself to the ground and the deadly weapon swept by. It missed.

Augustus was a man of ability; for him, killing Squall required no effort. Without any hurry, he flicked a finger and his weapon responded by whipping around in midair. Two more heads were severed as easily as plucking the tops off dandelions.

Augustus’s bloody methods were meant to intimidate the others into complying. “The rest of you still have nothing to say?”

“We’ll talk! We’ll all tell you!” The caravan guards dropped to their knees. One of them cravenly flung himself bodily to the ground. “Don’t kill me. Please don’t kill me!”

Maintaining his dignified scowl, Frost de Winter looked on. He disdained killing those without the means to defend themselves. Augustus’s unmitigated murder wasn’t something he agreed with, but he couldn’t argue with his results.

Augustus called his chakram back. “Where did he go? What did he do? What did he tell you? Tell me everything and don’t leave out a single word.”

“Don’t say a thing!”

Frost de Winter turned his eyes towards Squall who was picking himself up from the ground. He could see strange tattoos beneath his lacerated clothes where the blade had passed. The sight made Frost de Winter’s pupils contract as the situation suddenly changed.

Squall hefted an automatic crossbow. A hail of steel-tipped bolts screamed through the air.

Was he actually lifting his hand against a demon hunter? He was signing his own death warrant!

Augustus was still recovering from the wounds he’d suffered out in the wastes but even injured, a crossbow posed no danger to him. He fished out another relic, this time an exquisitely fashioned metal sphere. It hovered over his hand for a moment before flooding the area around him with an invisible power. The instant Squall’s crossbow bolts crossed the border, they stopped dead, frozen.

Augustus stood before his young attacker with the sphere of defense in his left hand and the chakram blade suspended above his right. Both relics hummed with intense power. Skycloud’s illustrious demon hunter bore family relics that were just as storied. The likes of Selene and Frost de Winter were demon hunters of unparalleled talent. However, in the face of this man – one who had served twelve years in service of the order – it was unclear whether either of them would be even a challenge for him.

A dozen crossbow bolts hung in the air before Augustus, jutting out around him like the spines of a hedgehog.

A flash erupted from the orb in his left hand, and the steel bolts were blasted outward with the force of a hurricane. They pierced trees, walls, the floor – everything, with unthinkable force. More than a few of them became buried in unfortunate merchants.

These sons of bitches! Why is this happening?! 

Were these really what demon hunters were like? Was this the “glorious” order he’d yearned to join? Squall was overcome. Cruel reality had shattered his dreams in the unkindest way possible.

Augustus’s chakram blade didn’t rest either and whipped out with incomprehensible speed. Squall couldn’t get out of the way this time. Yet, just as his life was about to be carved out, a beautiful silver spear inlaid with a pale blue stone flashed before his eyes. It, too, was too fast to follow. With the majesty of a dragon, it swept forth, the perfect representation of speed and power!

Clang!

The mirror-like blade of the spear and the petal-thin crescent blade collided. Their point of contact measured only a fraction of a centimeter long due to the crescent blade’s thin edge. It was too small a target for any normal man to deflect. One could imagine the level of skill the spearman would have to possess to accomplish such a feat.

The crescent blade was knocked away, covered in frost after just a moment of contact.

Augustus scowled. “Nephew, what is the meaning of this?”

“They have agreed to confess. Leave a few alive to testify. This young man, in particular, seems to have associated with the spy the most. We don’t even know the culprit’s name. We need to gather more information.” Frost de Winter stood before his elder and spared him no words of respect. He served only one man, and that was his teacher, Lord Arcturus. As for Augustus, his master thought highly of him, but that was all. “I imagine Uncle Augustus wouldn’t countermand this order.”

The demon hunter didn’t know what had gotten into Frost de Winter, but he respected the younger man’s talent. Blocking his relic proved it; were it not for the glory of Selene’s abilities, Frost de Winter’s light would have shined all across the holy lands.

“Very well. He lives.”

“All of you, come with me!”

Squall tried to resist until an officer came and knocked him out with a vicious chop to the neck. The rest of Bloomnettle Company cried and shouted as they were rounded up.

Four people had died in the raid, including Old Thistle. Once everyone was gone, a group of soldiers set about cleaning up the aftermath. Every trace of blood was removed, and in the end, it was like the raid had never happened.

Two days later.

Skycloud’s government disseminated a bulletin announcement indicating that Bloomnettle Merchant Company had violated city laws by trading in illegal goods. Word spread that the whole outfit had been taken into custody.


27 / Prison


Skycloud’s prison was home to eight hundred criminals; murderers, blasphemers, and other perpetrators of violent crimes formed the majority. This malignant place, where the sun never shined and all of Skycloud’s evil lived, was the shadow to the glimmering light of the Elysian lands.

Normal Skycloud citizens could not even imagine that beneath their precious, prosperous city was a place of blood and torture. 

“You’re new.”

There were twenty criminals locked up in this particular cage, some only for six months and others for over forty years. Their sins were numerous, but what they all shared was no hope for a future. At best, they could hope for exile to the wilds, but for most, death would be their only escape from a life of imprisonment. Harsh conditions and cruel torture had twisted their minds.

Bullying newcomers was tradition down here.

The moment someone was locked in this pit, all concepts of human rights, basic respect, and freedom were stripped from them. Ninety percent were men. The few unfortunate women who were brought down here couldn’t even count on being assigned their own cells. Single cells were reserved for particularly dangerous criminals, so most women were thrown into cages along with all the rest. One could easily guess their fates. Most didn’t live longer than a month.

Rape wasn’t just a danger for women, either. Some men were subjected to the same torture.

For instance, this young newcomer was only fifteen or sixteen years old. He was a little thin but had delicate features and smooth skin. He was shackled like everyone else, but his eyes had a strange light to them. He did not have the look of a prisoner.

“Why’d they throw you in here, eh?”

“What was it? Murder? Rape? Theft? Heresy?”

When they went to sleep last night, none of the prisoners had seen the kid. When they opened their eyes this morning, he was there. What did someone so young do to get themselves thrown in a place like this? A tender morsel like this was a rare treat down here!

A pair of fat and muscled men trundled over to the quiet young man squatting by the wall, chains in tow. The newcomer stared calmly at the hay covering the floor as though he were waiting for a flower to sprout. The two men’s faces were twisted in vulgar sneers that revealed their dark intentions.

“What are you, deaf? Didn’t you hear me ask you a fuckin’ question?!” one of the large men barked.

Resigned, the young man rose to his feet. “What is it?”

“Newcomers gotta learn the rules down here, so you do what I tell you. Don’t waste my time with bullshit, you hear me?” One of the men jabbed his meaty finger at the kid’s chest. “You fight back, you’ll regret it all the way to your next life, got it?”

The other one eyed the kid up and down. “Take off your pants. Let me see what kind of ass you’re workin’ with.”

The kid’s response was matter-of-fact and polite. “I really wouldn’t piss me off.”

“You lookin’ to die, you fuckwad?!”

“We’ll kick the shit outta you, kid!”

The two men lifted their shackled wrists and swung them down to hit the kid with the sturdy iron bracelets. Suddenly, the meek kid became a different person. His shackles popped open of their own accord, and he buried his fists in each man’s gut. Both of them sputtered as they lost their breaths and fell to their knees. They doubled over and squirmed like fat worms, faces as red as pork liver.

The young guy was too fast to follow. He struck each of his would-be attackers with the edge of his hand and knocked him out cold.

The rest of the men in the cell, who’d been ready to follow the big men in their pleasure, looked at the scene in total shock. How did he open his shackles?! It was unthinkable and was too fast for anyone to see how he did it.

Cloudhawk rolled his wrists for a few moments before snapping the restraints back into place. He swept his gaze over to the others and greeted their surprise with a cold laugh. “Anyone else wanna check out my ass? Stand up and make yourself known.”

A palpable air of violence filled the cage to dissuade any challengers.

The men here were hardened convicts. Many had taken lives. However, not a single one of them dared even look at the young man. Just his presence made their hairs stand on end. The promise of blood that surrounded him was different from that of other violent men. It was the temperament of someone who’d stared death in the face countless times. Any normal thug would go weak at the knees just looking at him.

The men sat quietly on their best behavior, so Cloudhawk returned to his spot by the wall.

This was his plan: the most dangerous spot he could think of was actually the safest. That asshole Frost de Winter could think until his skull cracked and blood leaked from his ears, but he’d never think to come back to the place Cloudhawk had just escaped from.

His men could scour the whole city, but they’d never come looking here!

Hiding in the prisons was just a temporary plan. Personally, he didn’t want conflict with the people of Skycloud. On the one hand, it’s a fight he would lose, and on the other, he still hoped this was a matter that could be resolved.

He’d sacrificed so much to get here, fought so damned hard. If the Elysian lands were closed to him, he didn’t know where else he could go. Go back to the wastelands? He’d dreamed for years of any chance to get away from that damn place!

Cloudhawk mulled over the conundrum, his back pressed against the cold stone of the prison wall. At least in the wastelands, I wouldn’t have faced a problem like this. Out there, he killed whoever he needed to, fought whoever he wanted to, and went wherever he pleased. Tough as the environment was, sinister as the people were, at least he wasn’t afraid like he was now.

The thought swam up at him but was just as quickly snuffed out. The wastelands were the wastelands. How could they compare to this place?

No, he’d wait here and behave himself. Maybe all of this was that asshole Frost de Winter playing a trick. At worst, he’ll wait until Selene Cloude returned. Cloudhawk was sure she wouldn’t mistreat him. She had no reason to. Once she got back, everything would be straightened out!

Cloudhawk was at a loss, but he also had no other options.

Silence returned to the stuffy prison. Guards constantly patrolled outside, but not one of them realized there was an extra body locked inside. However, as Cloudhawk sat there with his eyes closed, meditating on his situation, a sense of danger washed over him.

An old man with a head of white hair tottered over to him. He was as frail as withered grass, but Cloudhawk could feel a hidden threat lingering just below the surface.

Cloudhawk started by quietly observing the stranger. He had to be the boss because everywhere he went, the others looked at him with fear. The sense of danger had to be more than just his imagination.

“You’re a demon hunter.” It was the first thing he said. The frail old man hunkered down beside Cloudhawk and spoke softly so that no one else could hear. “I know how you got in last night. Only a demon hunter has power like that.”

“What about it.” Cloudhawk glared at the old man with a hint of violence. The latter’s head was a mess of grey and white hair, and his face was lined with scars. The largest was an angry line that carved a path across his left eye and left his cornea a cloudy white. It made him look savage and hideous.

He introduced himself. “My name is Majjhima. You could say I’m a heretic. And what I want isn’t important – what’s important is that you look like someone who needs help. Help I can give.” [1]

It was the first time Cloudhawk had ever heard someone introduce himself as a heretic. He found the whole situation interesting. “You don’t know anything about what I’m doing, but you want to help. Why?”

Majjhima chuckled dryly. “You might be a demon hunter, but you aren’t a dutiful one. If you were, you wouldn’t be skulking around down here. I’ve been living in this city for thirty years. I know it well. I’ve been down here a long time, but I know people back up top, so I figured maybe I’ve got something you need.”

Cloudhawk’s curiosity was piqued. “I don’t imagine you’re willing to help out of the goodness of your heart.”

Majjhima’s voice got even softer. “I’ve got my own ends, like everyone else. I just want to get out of here.”

There wasn’t anything Cloudhawk could say in protest to that idea. He looked the man over and saw the signs of torture writ all over his body. Some of his wounds were old while others were new, proving that he’d been down here for a very long time.

But, whether or not he could really help wasn’t clear.

Cloudhawk had never shared what he experienced in the wastelands with anyone except Frost de Winter. When he had, the asshole governor’s disciple responded by trying to kill him. There was more to his ordeal than meets the eye. Cloudhawk wasn’t going to forget this hard-learned lesson after just one day.

But, the cat was already out of the proverbial bag.

Cloudhawk thought for a minute. He didn’t have much in the way of hope, but he did need help. Maybe telling him would give him a different perspective.

Cloudhawk was getting ready to share the tale from start to finish when the sound of footsteps reached his ears.

The door to his cage was opened and a woman, covered from head to toe in bruises, was thrown inside. Her hands and feet were bound. The guards never even looked toward Cloudhawk, who stayed curled up in the corner. Once the new prisoner was delivered, they shut the heavy iron door behind them and left.

This cage was full of men, and the guards knew what putting a woman in here would mean. They were complicit in whatever happened. It was a kind of torture. After a few days in here, the more tight-lipped convicts might be convinced to talk.

The outlaws’ eyes immediately snapped to the newcomer where they were pleasantly surprised to find that she was both voluptuous and attractive. What did these outlaws do to deserve such a treat? Their dark eyes glittered with malevolent intent.

After all, those who were interested in men were in the minority. Most preferred the embrace of a woman.

Terrified, the woman curled into a ball. She felt their eyes wander over her and horror gripped her. “What are you doing?! Get away from me!”

Cloudhawk froze. He knew this voice.

As the men were getting ready to pounce on their prey, Cloudhawk’s shackles popped open. He unfurled and bound to his feet, jumping off the wall and into their midst like a cheetah. Whipping his legs around, he viciously knocked two men into a distant corner.

“What are you doing?!”

“We didn’t do anything to you!”

The convicts stared at Cloudhawk with wide eyes, full of fear and hate.

Cloudhawk paid them no mind and instead helped the woman up. “What are you doing here?!”

It was Bloomnettle’s doctor, Lotus. Besides Old Thistle and Squall, she was the only other person to have seen Cloudhawk’s true face. When she saw him looking down on her, she was just as bewildered.

1. This character is named深中道, “deep middle path”. He described himself as a heretic. The Buddhist term for middle seemed fitting.
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What was Bloomnettle’s doctor doing in a place like this? What happened to Squall and Old Thistle?

“What is going on?”

Cloudhawk helped her up from the ground, and that’s when he saw the burning hatred in her eyes. She shoved him away and spat her words at him in fury. “It’s you! You’re the reason for what happened! Old Thistle was killed by Augustus and the young master was taken away by Frost de Winter with all the others. Over a hundred people in Bloomnettle Company are now gone. All gone!”

The doctor broke down into tears.

Cloudhawk sat on the floor like he’d been struck by lightning.

How was this possible? He’d been careful not to do anything to implicate Bloomnettle Company. He never mentioned a thing about them. No one else in Skycloud saw him, and he hadn’t let anything about his identity slip. How could they have found out about Old Thistle and his people?

But even so, how did they factor into any of this? He’d tricked them with his demon hunter powers and used Selene’s token to buy passage. The merchants were just normal, innocent people!

The surrounding convicts started to gather around, itching to try their luck against this irritating young man who’d stolen their prize.

“What the fuck are you assholes looking at?” Cloudhawk was already on the cusp of flying into a rage, and when he saw a few of the convicts slithering up close, he immediately kicked a few of them back. “Put your hands on your heads and squat, all of you. If anyone moves, I’ll rip out every bone through his ass!”

Cloudhawk was a product of the wastelands and had lived with mercenaries. As such, his words were sometimes a little crass. The others looked at Majjhima, who answered their unspoken question with a nod. They were forced to swallow the bitter pill of capitulation and did as Cloudhawk instructed. 

Lotus continued, “Are you a spy for the demons!?”

“Horseshit!” Cloudhawk was furious at the accusation. “Frost de Winter is spreading lies! How could I possibly be working for demons? What makes you think I could be a spy?!”

The sincerity in his voice eased her shock and anger. Cloudhawk was somewhat responsible for what happened, but he didn’t deserve her hatred. If they hadn’t run into him on the road, the Highwaymen would have destroyed the Bloomnettle Company before they even got back to Skycloud.

She could see from his expression that he had no idea what had happened.

She looked into his eyes. “But why are you in prison?”

Frost de Winter’s inability to capture Cloudhawk enraged him, and he vented that frustration on innocent people. If he was already captured, why did the governor’s disciple bother to harm them?

“I’ll explain it to you.” Cloudhawk brought her to a distant corner so as not to attract the attention of any guards. “But first tell me what happened. Tell me everything!”

Lotus heaved a sigh and then shared her story, describing everything in detail.

He listened as she told him about Frost de Winter and his guards, how they showed up during dinner to round them up. She told him about how they killed arbitrarily, including Old Thistle’s cruel death. He heard all of it up to where Squall and the others were taken away. Anger welled up inside him like a lake of fire.

For reasons he didn’t understand, Cloudhawk was being framed by Frost de Winter. They were even trying to kill him! His escape from prison had somehow prompted them to go after the Bloomnettle Company and destroy them. Conspiracy, tyranny, murder… how was this place any different from the wastelands?

Old Thistle, Squall, and the family they guided were good people who didn’t deserve this. Right and wrong, good and evil, truth and falsehood… where was the border between these two supposedly different worlds?

A crushing weight of sadness and rage hung over Cloudhawk. He thought this place would be paradise, but it was nothing more than a rotten corpse dressed in a fancy coat. In the course of this single day, Cloudhawk had gone from shock to anticipation to anger to, ultimately, despair. This was the world he’d struggled so desperately to get to?

Laughable! It was all a sick joke!

Frost de Winter, Augustus, and the other demon hunters had been dispatched to hunt down one small insignificant man. Cloudhawk knew at least one thing – Governor Arcturus had to know all about it. Deploying so much manpower would require his approval.

Either Selene lied to him about everything… or maybe even the Bloodsoaked Queen didn’t know what was going on here.

The truth of things wasn’t important just this minute. Cloudhawk’s rose-tinted glasses had come off, and he learned that this seemingly faithful land of the gods was actually a den of snakes. It was nothing like he thought it would be.

“The Elysian lands have always been this way. It’s nothing to be surprised about. The faithful use piety as a means for the ones in power to control their subjects and nothing more.” Majjhima saw the look on Cloudhawk’s face, and although he didn’t know what the young man was thinking, he understood his heart. He’d experienced all of this himself. “Look around you. There are thieves, murderers, ruffians… but most of them are ideological criminals. What does that mean? Anyone who questions the gods, breaks one of their precious lamps, or shows irreverence in the temple square is labeled a blasphemer and thrown in here. It would be ridiculous if it wasn’t so sad. If the gods were so great, why resort to these methods to control thought? Why is there no room to question the way things are?”

Everyone sat in the gloomy darkness, crestfallen. Anyone who dared act against what the gods supposedly wanted was courting death.

But, Majjhima seemed unwilling to give in. “Help me get out of here, and I will do whatever you need me to do.”

Cloudhawk paid the old man’s pleas no mind. He kept his attention on Lotus. “What about Squall? What happened to him?”

“The rest of the Bloomnettle Company is locked up on the floor above. I and any of the guards who went on the expedition to the borderlands were thrown in this dungeon. Since Squall had the most contact with you, they took him for more intensive questioning. He was taken away by Frost de Winter. I heard they’re going to parade him through the streets and burn him in the public square as a blasphemer in two days.”

Burning a heretic wasn’t Frost de Winter’s goal. It didn’t make any sense to put on such a show for a single merchant’s son. No, this spectacle was set up to lure Cloudhawk out of hiding.

All the people of Bloomnettle had been captured, over a hundred of them. A hundred people, old and young, had uncertain futures.

Lotus gripped Cloudhawk’s arm. “You need to find a way to save them.”

Cloudhawk frowned. It wasn’t that he didn’t want to, but how could he? How was he supposed to save anyone? His eyes turned towards the withered old man beside him. “You said you’d help, right? Here’s your chance.”

Majjhima had been locked in this hell for thirty years. Death was going to come for him sooner rather than later, so he couldn’t refuse no matter what danger Cloudhawk thrust him into. 

Cloudhawk shared all he’d experienced with his co-conspirators, providing even more detail than he’d given Frost de Winter. He needed their counsel, and he couldn’t afford to leave anything out during this crucial time.

Lotus was flabbergasted by his tale. Suddenly, everything made sense: why he had a wastelander’s name, why he appeared in the borderlands, the relics and demon hunter token. Who could have imagined that Cloudhawk wasn’t a demon hunter but still killed a demon with his own hands?!

With her hands balled into fists, Lotus spoke up, “There hasn’t been any news of a slaying. Your story would be huge news for the people, so why would Frost de Winter want to cover it up – much less kill you?”

That was exactly the question they needed to answer. It’d been over ten years since a demon had been put down.

Wasn’t this a time when humanity needed heroes and role models? Killing a demon was an astronomical deed for someone like Cloudhawk, enough to lift him to the ranks of nobility. Wasn’t Governor Arcturus lauded as a fair leader who justly meted out punishments and rewards? Why then would he want to silence Cloudhawk rather than honor his service?

“The answer to that question lies with the demon. They must fear that something on the creature’s body had fallen into your hands – something that would threaten their positions or even their lives.” Majjhima mulled over the question quietly. “Hmph. Arcturus Cloude’s hands are as dirty as the rest of them. He’s colluding with those devils. Trying to shut you up is proof.”

Skycloud’s preeminent demon hunter, in bed with demons? If news like that got out, it would shake the world to its very core! How could a glorified and legendary slayer of demons be in league with their sworn enemy?

Lotus, thrust suddenly into this situation, could hardly believe what she was hearing. And yet, if this were not true what would Governor Arcturus have to fear? What else could cause him to bring the whole might of Skycloud against a single outsider?

“While making my way here, I came across this map.” Cloudhawk carefully pulled the city map from his pocket and handed it to Majjhima. “Can you read it?”

Lotus looked at the paper in surprise. Didn’t they search everyone before throwing them in prison? How could they have missed a map? He clearly hadn’t been captured and brought here. He had to be hiding in this place…

“This looks like…” When his eyes fell on Cloudhawk’s map, Majjhima’s face lit up. It outlined the whole infrastructure below Skycloud City. “Unbelievable. Where did you get this? The whole pipeline route in perfect detail. The gods themselves built Skycloud, and everything in it is perfectly precise. Even the city leaders don’t understand it completely. Whoever put this together was no ordinary person.”

Was it really that miraculous? It was, after all, in the possession of that ordinary-looking goateed man.

Cloudhawk remembered him clearly. How could a simple agent of the Dark Atom make this map? Who gave it to him? It had to be someone important, someone who knew the city even better than its leaders. Then, for someone like that to meet the goateed man, a representative of Dark Atom, in the Sandbar… it was all so strange.

Cloudhawk pointed at the markings, indicating a path. “A place this complicated to get around would make a good hideout. More importantly, it’s a way to get out of the city while avoiding guards. Even if things go wrong and we have to run, this is how we do it.”

Majjhima was almost shaking with excitement. “What’s your plan?”

Cloudhawk fixed him with a sharp, resolute stare. “I think it’s time I met with Frost de Winter and Arcturus Cloude. I’m going to free Squall and the others from Bloomnettle and cause a little pain for those two assholes along the way!”

Majjhima and Lotus looked at him like he’d lost his mind.

Was he a moron? Did he understand what he just said?!
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Obviously, these words slipped out of his mouth before passing through his addled brain.

Frost de Winter was one of the five most outstanding people in Skycloud City, and he was still young. Now that Cloudhawk was in his sights, the wastelander’s capture was guaranteed. He didn’t fear anything Cloudhawk could do to him, only that the coward would escape before he could be killed.

Be it strength, experience, or influence, the two young men were leagues apart. As such, the chances of dealing with Frost de Winter were infinitesimal– even the thought was absurd. So what made this kid think he had any right to hoot and holler at Arcturus Cloude? He was asking to die.

“Listen to what I have to say,” Majjhima began in low tones. Even a sinner with his experience had to bow his head in awe of the governor. “Arcturus Cloude is one of the most illustrious people in all of Skycloud Domain. He didn’t get to where he is today through luck and family ties. Everything he’s done is the stuff of legends, and if you had even the slightest inkling of what he is capable of, you wouldn’t be stupid enough to challenge him. Just drop the idea right now.”

Just the title of master demon hunter was enough to make common demon hunters drop to their knees in awe. 

Master demon hunter wasn’t just an honorary title. It meant the bearer was one of the strongest people alive, capable of facing demons on his own. The might behind someone like that could only be guessed at. What’s more, Arcturus Cloude wasn’t all brawn and no brains. His wisdom, foresight, depth of consideration, and keen insights were of rare quality. Simply put, Skycloud City would not be the grand and prosperous city it was today without years under his leadership.

He was a man who occupied the governor’s jade throne with deft control. He was a man who had the blessings of both the Temple and the people.

Did it make any sense? If a scrub like the young wastelander could challenge their governor, Skycloud’s current status would be nothing short of a miracle. Any thoughts of a good future for the city would be nothing more than a pipedream.

But, Cloudhawk wasn’t convinced. “Is he really that awesome?”

“I promise you he is.” Majjhima was deadly serious since Cloudhawk’s idiocy could squander his one chance to escape. “The governor hasn’t dealt with this situation personally yet. If you run into him, I promise you won’t survive to tell anyone about it.”

Lotus looked sick with worry.

Even without the governor’s direct involvement, how was someone with such limited strength and influence like Cloudhawk going to save a hundred of her people? They were putting a huge task on his shoulders. The prisons were heavily guarded, and they didn’t have anywhere near the manpower to storm it. Trying to spring Squall free out from under the noses of these powerful men seemed impossible.

Cloudhawk was tired of arguing. “What are our chances of escaping using these tunnels?”

“If you can get these people out and into the tunnels, they’re complicated enough that we’ll have a good chance of shaking any pursuers.” Majjhima pored over the map for a few moments, committing the escape route to memory, especially the places where it opened to the surface. His eyes burned with anticipation as they scoured the paper. “There’s an entrance close to the dungeons. That’s where we can make our escape. What do you think? Let’s give it a shot!”

Lotus certainly didn’t agree with the idea of Cloudhawk facing the governor, but the thought of Squall being executed in public forced her to speak. “What about young master Squall?”

“We don’t have the time.” Majjhima pressed Cloudhawk again. “Frost de Winter is obviously trying to bait you. Governor Arcturus or others will be waiting, and the minute you show your face, you’re dead. Think it through.”

The task was monumentally difficult. How could Cloudhawk not understand the risks?

Cloudhawk had only known Squall for a few days. No matter the reason, it didn’t make much sense for him to risk his life for someone he barely knew. Leaving him wasn’t the wrong decision, but Cloudhawk’s heart didn’t agree. He’d worked so hard to get here, but in the end, the holy lands wouldn’t have him. This deception stoked the rage and despair within him until it was a raging pyre. He couldn’t tolerate the thought of slinking out of here with his tail between his legs like a beaten dog.

He couldn’t stay here, but this wasn’t how he was going to leave.

Cloudhawk was determined that something had to be done. At the very least, these arrogant fucks had to know how much they’d pissed him off. He would make them remember his presence here – so Squall had to be freed. What’s more, he’d do it and leave the governor with a slap in the face!

Cloudhawk didn’t answer, but the light in his eyes spoke volumes. Majjhima scowled, wanting to say more, but he bit back his objections. “What do you need me to do?”

He thought on their predicament for a moment. The biggest problem was time and the fact that Cloudhawk didn’t know the city. He made up his mind. “I need men.”

That wasn’t difficult.

Majjhima had been locked up for a long time, but he still had significant clout among his people. All Cloudhawk had to do was drop Majjhima’s name and secret cipher and he wouldn’t have any trouble getting help.

“Most of these people belong to the lowest rung of Skycloud society, the homeless. They have channels they use to trade contraband and a competent network of informants. If you want them to do something for you, it’s as easy as paying their price.”

Majjhima gave Cloudhawk all the details of where to find them and how to get in contact.

It was very useful information. Cloudhawk instructed Majjhima to look after Lotus. He then filled his stone with psychic power. The stone responded immediately, creating a translucent field of energy. Cloudhawk floated up into the air, his grey cloak flapping, and then suddenly, he was gone.

Cloudhawk’s head collided with the roof of the cell. It was like the walls of an enormous balloon pushing back at him. It offered stiff resistance, but he still managed to force his way through and escape the prison.

Lotus and the others gaped at what they’d just witnessed.

Demon hunters were capable of all sorts of strange feats, but a display like this was rare. To escape from total enclosure… there wasn’t any demon hunter they knew of with that sort of ability.

This guy was definitely different.
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Cloudhawk made his way back to the temple square, eluding the guards while his mind raced. He didn’t have much time to get things in place, so he had to take advantage of every second.

The foes he’s squaring off with now were different from any he’s ever faced before.

He’d faced all kinds of dangers in the past, but they’d mostly been sweepers or wild creatures of the wastelands. In those instances, all he needed to do was face them head-on. This time, it was a battle of wits and courage. His enemies were a prominent disciple and one of the greatest demon hunters to have ever lived.

He had a hundred people to save, and one of them was under the watchful eye of those two bastards.

It was completely different from the pitched battles he’d fought before. He wasn’t even in the same class as his enemies this time, and a single mistake could spell his doom. His first order of business was to get Squall out of prison before his execution, but he didn’t know where the guy was being held. Beyond that, Squall was definitely being closely guarded, so going through the front door didn’t seem like a good plan.

He needed to find another way, and the first step was to acquire some funds.

Coins were the stuff you needed out here. Those glittering metal things bought you whatever you needed, and without them, getting anything done was difficult. But, how was he supposed to get his hands on some? He didn’t have any marketable skills except fighting, but he was quite confident in his ability to steal.

Cloudhawk wasn’t burdened by moral imperatives. He did what he had to do according to his own will. Besides, pocketing some riches from these affluent folks wasn't such a terrible sin. With that thought in mind, he made his way to the biggest house he could find.

The place was similar in scale to the governor’s mansion, just maybe not as opulent. It was a combination of several large towers, each of which sported flags on their spires that displayed the image of an eagle. Their wings were outstretched in an imposing and impressive manner. Cloudhawk had no idea who this house belonged to, but he knew at a glance that they weren’t hurting for wealth. Whatever he grabbed from inside would surely pay for everything he needed.

That’s the place! His phasing abilities were used once again.

Cloudhawk barely got his head through the wall before he was struck dumb by the scene. The entire place was crawling with well-armed guards. From the floors to the rafters to the yard to the dining room, they were practically coming out of the woodwork. There were even more men than there were in the prisons, and each one could clearly hold his own. They looked more capable than your average Skycloud soldiers.

Cloudhawk nearly swallowed his tongue. Wherever he was, judging by the guards, this had to be one serious family! 

The phasing stone demanded a lot of psychic power, so he didn’t have the energy to find somewhere else to loot. He wasn’t thrilled with his choice, but he’d just have to toughen up and bear it. He’d made up his mind to steal something so the bigger the haul, the better.

Cloudhawk stole into the home under the cover of his invisibility cloak. The place, besides crawling with guards, also had several patrols wandering from room to room. He could even feel the resonance of relics coming from them.

Demon hunters! And more than one!

Demon hunters as patrol guards? Who the hell had that kind of clout! Cloudhawk could tell that some of them were good trackers too. He’d have to give them a wide berth, which meant the main tower was off limits. After watching the patrols for a little while, he decided to target the right tower, which seemed to have relatively less security. Maybe there was something there he could sneak off with.
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Even just the minor tower was big enough to give one pause. Fifteen meters of sturdy white stone, this tower didn’t have any fancy carvings or artsy construction. Compared to the rest of the house, it was simplistic in an austere military style. The front door was a slab of iron flanked by gold-plated statues depicting wild beasts in action. Each one had to weigh thousands of kilos and was intimidating enough to ward away visitors from hundreds of kilometers away.

The thick and heavy door was a significant impediment to Cloudhawk’s phasing abilities. When he tried to push through, it was like he was being knocked away by thick rubber. Since the door was proving intractable, Cloudhawk chose to try the wall of a nearby corner, which proved much more inviting.

Cloudhawk walked up the carpeted stone steps and into a bedroom. The first thing to greet him was a faint fragrance and the light of several elegant lamps illuminating the room. A jade bed with a pink gauze canopy along with a silver dresser marked this as a woman’s room.

In the center was a large screen that blocked his view of the rest of the chamber.

The folding screen was ingeniously placed to separate the room down the middle. Its panels were painted with vaulted mountains, precipitous seas, and a ferocious beast. The scene had a deep romantic charm, but looking at it filled Cloudhawk with an inexplicable sense of oppression.

Cloudhawk looked around the large several-hundred-square-meter room and saw that it was filled with all manner of things. There were complete suits of armor, a model of a delicate and beautiful rare sword, beast heads mounted on the walls, and beautiful tapestries. Power and beauty, carnage and grace, blood and art – all these opposing elements were expertly merged here.

One could not help but wonder what sort of person stayed in this room.

His heart thudded audibly in his chest. Everything he looked at seemed incredibly valuable. He was definitely in the right place. However, even though Cloudhawk had no experience with this level of luxury, he did still retain his basic faculties. The splendor of it all didn’t rob him of his focus, so he didn’t just grab the first thing he found. Besides, none of what he saw would be easy to carry out.

He pulled open the cabinets and began searching through them one by one until he came upon a small box. Inside was some exquisite jewelry along with a heavy pouch. He pulled it open and dumped its contents into his hand; a shower of red, blue, green, and yellow gemstones tumbled forth. They were all different colors and sizes, but each one was of the highest grade. They glimmered with an entrancing light. Any idiot could tell they would fetch a fortune.

Excellent! Whoever lives here has money to burn!

Cloudhawk, his heart racing, made to leave. He had to admit, thievery felt pretty good.

Cloudhawk let the gems topple back into their bag. There had to be almost twenty of them! Not bad! That should be more than enough. He tucked the bag away and got ready to make his exit.

But just then, a wave of danger tickled at the back of his mind.

A cold wind brushed the back of his neck, and the temperature in the room plummeted. The warm and humid room became bone dry and as cold as the grave. Threatening growls tickled his ears as his sense of peril grew.

Not good!

When he realized something was wrong, Cloudhawk whipped his head around just as the door burst open as though blasted by a gust of wind. A young woman who looked fresh from practice, clad in warrior gear, stalked inside. Her figure was tall and well proportioned. Her hair looked like spun gold and her eyes were the same color. She was a rare sight, certainly, like captured fire. Her skin was uniquely pale, looking like carved alabaster while also being as smooth as silk.

She was a beautiful contradiction, equal parts stunning and confusing. Graceful, powerful, noble, wild, aggressive. She obviously saw him, and her every step made seemed to make the whole room tremble. She wasn’t a young woman. She was a beast!

“Alright!” Her sweet voice also sounded sharp and ferocious. “So, a petty thief thought he could steal into my bedroom, hm?”

The terrifying woman seemed to hardly move before she was suddenly standing right in front of Cloudhawk. Her golden hair flitted on the breeze as though agitated by its owner’s dour mood.

Bean-sized beads of sweat rolled down Cloudhawk’s face. His mind was blank. There had only ever been two people who had frozen him solid with just their presence; Mantis had been one, while Frost de Winter was the other. This woman was more imposing than either one of them!

She gripped the hilt of a sword sheathed at her waist and pulled it out an inch.

What sort of weapon was this? It looked like a sword, but it filled the room with the force of a crushing waterfall. Cloudhawk knew that whatever it was, it was no ordinary weapon. But, it didn’t really matter what was in that scabbard. What really mattered was the person. Cloudhawk was convinced that even if she were only wielding a sword of charcoal, she’d still be able to use it to cut a thief in half.

Time to go!

Her brows furrowed tightly. Her sword was halfway out of its scabbard when the thief suddenly vanished into thin air. Did this scoundrel somehow have demon hunter abilities? Her reaction was to immediately shut her eyes and reach out with her other senses, but there wasn’t a single sound. It seemed he had gotten away.

Did he really escape? Impossible! She was blocking the exit and she would have known if he slipped past her. Although she found it hard to believe, she had to accept that the scum had escaped her grasp. For all her knowledge and experience, she’d never heard of anything like this.

Very odd.

She would have to tell her father. Maybe he knew something.
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Cloudhawk stumbled away from the building and didn’t stop for a second as he made his escape. Although they didn’t actually clash, Cloudhawk could tell that the twenty-something-year-old woman was a talent of the same caliber as Selene or Frost de Winter.

Yet another tough character. He seemed to have a knack for finding them.

Cloudhawk had a nagging premonition that things were only going to get more complicated, but there was nothing for it. What was he going to do? Return the goods and prostrate himself while begging for forgiveness?

Not fucking likely!

He could tell just by the way she walked in the room that an apology wasn’t going to pacify her ferocious heart. He couldn’t stay here, so what did it matter if he pissed off one more person before he left? His only concern had to be getting out of here as quickly as possible.

Cloudhawk made his way to an unassuming pub where he dropped Majjhima’s code name. At its mention, the tavern owner’s expression quickly changed, and he brought Cloudhawk to the largest of their private rooms. In less than an hour, it filled up with twenty other people.

“You’re Majjhima’s man? He’s been missing for a long time. How is he?!”

“The Wastelands Club has been a total mess without a leader.”

Cloudhawk was surprised by the old man’s clout. After years in prison, his name still drew a crowd. However, something bothered him about what they said. What was a “Wastelands Club”?

From the outside, this bar looked ordinary, but it was in fact home to a wastelands appreciation club. In effect, the members of the club hated life in Skycloud City. The freedom of the wastelands – a place without constraints – was something they found enticing.

“There are actually people who like the wastelands?” Cloudhawk thought he must have heard wrong. He had to speak up. “Do you even understand what it’s like out there?!”

Generally, members of the club were Skycloud natives, people whose family history in the city stretched back generations. They were spoiled layabouts with nothing better to do than rebel, so they decried Skycloud’s strict rules. They longed for the vast expanse of the wastelands where they could do what they pleased, kill who they wanted, and curse the names of the gods all day long.

“Who are you that you think you can belittle our beliefs?”

“Even at its worst, the wastelands are ten times better than this place!”

“That’s right. If you weren’t one of Majjhima’s people, we’d break your damn legs!”

“Yeah! The wastelands are a place of freedom. Dangerous and evil, sure, but at least we’d have true liberty! Dying for a goal like that is a worthy way to go.”

Everyone glared at him. When they spoke about the wastelands, their eyes burned with passion and enchantment. Cloudhawk almost wanted to slap the stupid out of every one of them – did they think the wastelands were really free? No water, no food, mutants, sweepers… despair every place you looked! But, he swallowed his words because he knew that he wasn’t any different from them in the end.

He’d come all the way here because of a fantasy. And what was here to greet him? Cloudhawk wasn’t going to waste his time disabusing them of their illusions.

“I don’t care what you believe. Majjhima said if I gave you money, you would help me.” He pulled out one of the gemstones and put it on the table before them. Every eye lit up when they saw it. All this adoration of the wastelands was bullshit – they were just poor men dissatisfied with real life. No one could ignore the allure of money. “I don’t need to tell you what you can buy with a gem like this. You in?”

“Since you came with Majjhima’s blessing, we trust you. What do you need us to do?” The one who seemed to be the leader spoke first, but he added more, “But, let me tell you now. We aren’t killing anyone!”

“I need you to use your back channels to buy some things for me. Then, I need you to spread out around the temple square and feed me news about what’s happening – especially anything concerning the governor’s mansion. In addition, there are some special instructions…” He pulled out another gem and put it between them before going on. The rest of the precious stones in his tiny bag clattered audibly and shimmered in the light. “For the next few days, I need you to be ready to do whatever I ask. If you do, this whole bag will be yours. You have my word.”

“Yes, absolutely. No problem!”

“You’re the boss. We go where you tell us!”

Cloudhawk was convinced that there was no risk in revealing his plans to these men. A single gem could set someone up comfortably for a decade. It was a difficult offer to pass up. With the promise of wealth, they agreed to help without any qualms. After taking the two gems as a down-payment, they left the bar walking on air.


31 / Hatred


Within the mansion of Skycloud’s commander, a terrible scream rang out through the halls. It was like the rage-filled scream of a lion. It made windows even a good distance away rattle in protest.

In the four-hundred-square-meter hall, a contingent of a hundred guards was arrayed in columns. They knelt with their heads bowed, while a dazzling woman with golden hair stood among them. She did not wear armor and was clad in only the simple underclothes of a warrior. A gem-encrusted sword was strapped to her waist. She embodied the conflicting essences of grace and barbarity.

Before them was an elderly man, his face twisted in anger. A rosewood table lay in pieces, smashed to bits beneath his feet. He hovered over the others like a feral beast. “They’ll even steal from a commander’s home? Who would dare be so bold?!”

This stately, lion-like man was Skye Polaris. He had seventy years under his belt but was still built like a bear and shivered with rage. His eyes were especially daunting like dual copper furnaces that burned as they swept over the house guards. They were so intense that a single glance seemed capable of burning them all to ash. With long silver-white hair and a curly beard, the elderly man gave precisely no impressions of weakness. Every wrinkle oozed intimidation.

This was the man responsible for all of Skycloud’s armed forces, the leader of its military. He also had the most explosive temper in all of Skycloud Domain.

The Skycloud military system was organized as follows: ten men made up a squad, fifty men were a platoon, two hundred made a company, and a thousand or more was a corps. Generals commanded corps. Senior generals directed ten thousand men or more. Above them all was the Commander-In-Chief.

Even Governor Arcturus had to show Skye Polaris respect, for who did not know that the slightest implied disrespect could throw the veteran into a frenzy? Now he learned that a thief had snuck into his home – while he was inside – and managed to escape with stolen goods. He’d swaggered in and out like he owned the place. How could anyone suffer such disgrace?!

“Dawn, how could this happen?” After the commander gave vent to his anger, it immediately started to melt away. He returned to his seat, mulling over the strange circumstances. “There are few in the city who could beat you, not to mention escape from right under your nose.”

The commander had a high opinion of his daughter.

She was a particularly privileged girl, kissed by splendor from the moment she was born – a phoenix touched by the sun. Skilled with both pen and blade, brave and intelligent, she was considered the future of military command. There were only a few who could stand shoulder to shoulder with her throughout Skycloud. Besides that devil woman Baldur Cloude had spawned, Selene, who else would have the gall to claim to be Dawn’s equal? Even Arcturus’s disciple, who he was oh-so-proud of, was inferior, or so the commander firmly believed.

With so few lacking the qualification to even stand before her, how could someone face his daughter and escape unscathed?

“The thief had strange powers.” Dawn stood before her grandfather with one hand on the pommel of her sword. She had inherited her temper from him, a staple of their family. She was a well-known mad woman among the citizens of the city, one who never accepted being taken advantage of. How, then, could she stand back and accept this tone? “I was about to behead him when the guy up and vanished.”

“How could he just disappear?! He had to have a concealment relic!”

“Grandfather, you insult me!” She stared back at him with wide eyes filled with anger and incredulity. “If it were just a concealment relic, do you think I wouldn’t be able to see through it? Dis-a-ppeared! Completely gone like a snowflake under the sun.”

“Is that so?” The commander-in-chief ran his fingers through his beard, staring down his nose at her with a regal expression. “I have memorized the abilities of every high-grade demon hunter in the order, and I’ve never heard of anyone with this power. Strange indeed. This matter won’t stop here. It involves the prestige of our army. Dispatch people to search for the culprit even if it means we tear this city apart. Get this thief no matter what!”

Dawn immediately volunteered herself. “Don’t bother. I’ll handle this myself.”

Her grandfather nodded consent. “Very well, you handle it. The Polaris family has never been insulted without consequences. We won’t allow a thief to get the better of us. Take five hundred men with you, and don’t worry about anything else. You have my support.”

Five hundred men just to catch one thief!

If word of this got out, it would do more than raise eyebrows, but this was the way the Polaris family did things. Not even the Cloude family would dare provoke them.
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Lord Arcturus returned from the sanctuary.

Frost de Winter explained everything that happened once they were face-to-face. He spoke with downcast eyes and a guilty countenance. “Your disciple is useless. I’ve been unable to capture Cloudhawk.”

“You must learn something from this experience, an important lesson – never underestimate your opponent.” Governor Arcturus spoke with his student calmly and without reproach. He sipped at his tea like there was nothing to be concerned about. “When someone is thrust into a hopeless situation, he will grasp at any straws that promise to save him. It is a natural reaction. He is unfamiliar with the city and can’t tell one street from another, and what’s more, he has hunters around every corner. It would make sense for him to seek out help from the Bloomnettle merchants that brought him here, but he did not. He must have known contact would implicate them and what would happen if they were discovered. Using Bloomnettle to try and flush him out of hiding was the proper decision. However…”

Frost de Winter was confident it would work.

He arranged for two hundred men to escort Squall for his execution, but only ten were visible to create a false sense of weakness. Fifteen demon hunters and others remained close, dressed in civilian clothes and hiding among the crowd.

Cloudhawk just needed to show himself. Where could he run then?

This was Skycloud City! Soldiers were deployed. Defenses were strong. If he rushed in, the power of the heavens would smack him down! Frost de Winter was sure this method was the best way to draw Cloudhawk out. Even if this didn’t force him to attempt a rescue, it would anger him into making a mistake. So why was his master still unsatisfied?

“Despite it being a decent plan, it is entirely reliant on Cloudhawk revealing himself.” Lord Arcturus raised his head from his tea and fixed his student with an erudite gaze. “You don’t understand your target. You can’t be sure Cloudhawk will show himself. There are too many variables. If he doesn’t, then your well-laid plans are useless.”

This is precisely what Frost de Winter was worried about.

Would Cloudhawk risk himself for Squall’s safety?

Lord Arcturus slowly put his teacup back onto the table and released a long sigh. “I’ve told you that you could do everything perfectly and still not have a situation one hundred percent under your control. There are many methods to get Cloudhawk out of hiding, but it must be one he can’t afford to ignore. For instance, we can leak the news that Selene has returned and Cloudhawk has been absolved of all wrongdoing. He would certainly reveal himself then just to see if it was true.”

Frost de Winter was visibly struck by the thought. Selene would have been much better bait than Squall! He knew the kid for only a few days, not long enough that he’d risk revealing himself. But, it was different with Selene. She was the one person Cloudhawk was desperate to see, so he would take all manners of risks if he thought she was here. He’d have to react!

But, the news was out. It was too late to take it all back.

“A clever trap isn’t always subtle. Sometimes, your target will be willing to jump in with both feet if they can’t avoid it. Based on the nature of a man’s heart, you can discover where they are weak, what they desire. Only then will you be victorious in all of your endeavors.” Lord Arcturus’s lips turned in a gentle smile. “Things are what they are. Proceed as you’ve planned, and if he shows himself, I will help you from the sidelines.”

“As you command, master!”

Lord Arcturus’s help guaranteed that there would be no risk. If Cloudhawk showed himself, he would fall into their clutches.

The governor’s mansion had a secret prison. Inside, Squall knelt in chains. Six guards surrounded him, unmoving. When Frost de Winter walked in, he gave them a salute and bade them to clear the room.

“We’ll be leaving for your execution soon.” Frost de Winter stood before the young man and spoke in a cold and detached voice. But, his eyes were full of meaning. “Before we put you to death, we’re going to march you down every street. We’ll test your friend’s loyalty.”

Squall struggled futilely against his restraints and stared daggers at his captor. “If you were a real man, you’d just kill me and be done with it. What self-respecting demon hunter would stoop to nasty tricks like this? What right do you have to be the governor’s disciple – you’re nothing but a disgrace!”

“Heh heh… so sure and adorable.” Frost de Winter grabbed Squall by his collar and lifted him up. The light in his eyes was like an icy blaze, both turbulent and heartless. “Do you really believe demon hunters are a just order committed to the glory of the gods? Let me tell you, the demon hunters do far more than your little mind could comprehend. And as for my master? I might as well tell you the truth. To maintain the security and prosperity of our holy domain, he would do anything. In the eyes of the elite, there is only the pursuit of power. Emotion, morality, honor – even faith. Bullshit, all of it. Do you understand? You couldn’t even begin to grasp it.”

Squall’s hands curled into fists.

“You know, I hate wasting time.” He released Squall and patted his clothing as though trying to brush off the young man’s filth. “Every second of every minute is precious and should be spent only in that which is a worthy investment, that which will net a return. A man’s goal in life is to rise ever higher: more authority, more strength, and more prestige. You peasants who muddle about and waste your lives, to me, you’re nothing but contemptible worms.”

“You have two more days to live, but don’t worry. I’ll make sure you witness Cloudhawk die before then. After all, he’s the one who brought tragedy down on your family, isn’t he? Don’t look at me like that. I know you hate me, but hate has no use. It isn’t going to change anything. You’re weak beyond belief, and the weak must learn to accept their fates.”

Squall gritted his teeth and watched Frost de Winter saunter from the room.

That contemptible bastard. If his goal had been to get him mad, then he succeeded. Squall was so enraged that he wanted to peel that snake’s skin from his bones and drink his blood!

“AAAHHH!”

Squall screamed and struggled as hard as he could against his chains. If he lived through this, he swore he would pay any price to become stronger. He would sacrifice whatever it took for vengeance. From the moment he watched his father die, the carefree and kind-hearted Squall was gone. What was left was a man full of hatred and rage.


32 / Burning Down the House


The prison was dark, moist, still, and silent. From time to time, the quiet would be broken by a pained scream that would trail off, lost in the shadows. This prison of the forgotten suffocated under a blanket of despair.

Lotus sat in a corner, nursing the unease that made her heart race.

Despite Cloudhawk’s threats and Majjhima’s protection, she could feel the hungry eyes of the inmates trailing over her body. She knew these men couldn’t control their urges forever, and when they broke, Majjhima wouldn’t be able to stop them. Two days and one night had passed since Cloudhawk left. What was happening? What was he doing?

Tomorrow was the day master Squall was scheduled to be killed. Was there still enough time to change his fate?

This was no average danger, no typical threat. The slightest misstep could end in a young man’s death. The fact that Cloudhawk was so willing to risk his life for Squall surprised Lotus, for she knew that even the bravest men would think twice when facing a situation like this.

The sounds of footsteps rang against the moist stones. They immediately put her on edge.

“Don’t be scared. It’s me!” Cloudhawk slipped a key into the door and pulled it open. He threw into the cage a ring of several more that rattled with a metallic clatter. “These are the keys for the whole dungeon.”

Majjhima snatched them up. “How did you get these?”

“Now’s not the time.” Cloudhawk kept his voice low. “There are patrols all over this place. We need to get out of here while we still have the time.”

Cloudhawk followed the same protocol he’d used in Blackwater Base to sneak around the labs. Only, in the wastelands, he’d been avoiding men in animal guises. These were beasts masquerading as men.

Majjhima didn’t press him further. He knew the danger they were in. He passed the keys out to a few people near him and sent them to open the other cages. Soon, the halls were filled with convicts.

Next, he went to the solitary confinement rooms where particularly depraved people were locked away. There was a man who killed twenty soldiers in a single rampage. There was a thief who’d tried to infiltrate the sanctuary. These are not simple men, but Majjhima was a crafty one. Freeing them himself meant they’d owe him.

When the crowd got to the nearby guard room, they found a dozen or so unconscious guards. Some were slumped over a table while others were piled in a hallway. Cloudhawk’s handiwork, they speculated. He must have taken advantage of a shift change to spike their food and drink with narcotics. Only, how he managed to get past the outside guards, all through the upper levels, and then down here to do all this… the criminals couldn’t begin to imagine.

He was like a ghost!

They ambushed and overpowered a patrol and then proceeded to release more prisoners. Eventually, there were several hundred of them, a considerable and frighteningly motivated force.

A thin man called out, “What are we gonna do with these guards?”

“I say we kill every one of these sons of bitches.” A fat and hideous-looking man seethed with hatred. “Smash them into paste and smear them on the fuckin’ walls!”

“Everyone, if we provoke Skycloud it isn’t going to end well for us. Listen to your boss’s instructions.”

Everyone’s eyes swung toward the frail man who stood in the middle of the group. They were hardened criminals, but they knew they had Cloudhawk to thank for their escape. If they wanted to get out alive, they had to listen to this resourceful demon hunter with whom they shared a common goal. If they didn’t, even if they got out of the dungeon, they wouldn’t get far.

“We need their weapons and armor. Strip ‘em and then throw them in the cages.” Cloudhawk’s eyes swept across the faces of Skycloud’s fiercest criminals. There was a number with considerable strength, ten or so that even made Cloudhawk uncomfortable. They were stronger than him but kept their abilities hidden. He saved them from this hell, and so they were willing to do as he said. “Fighting our way out is a surefire way to get us all killed, so no one act stupid.”

A one-armed man spoke up, “If sir is letting us out, I assume it’s because you have a plan.”

“That’s right.” With his mask in place, no one could tell Cloudhawk’s age. “The next guard shift isn’t until after morning, so you are all safe until then. Before they come and find out what’s happened, I’m going to set the governor’s mansion on fire. Everyone will be distracted, and that’s when you make a break for it. At that point, whether you make it out is up to you.”

Hiss! It was the sound of dozens of people sucking in surprised breaths.

Countless pairs of wide eyes stared at him like he was a freak. This guy was insane. He didn’t fear death. Set fire to the governor’s mansion? He dared spit in Lord Arcturus’s face! There were a few of them who could beat the shit out of Cloudhawk if they wanted, but the thought of pissing off the governor terrified them.

“No more talk!” Cloudhawk didn’t care what they thought. He slowly started to vanish. “If I’m lucky enough to survive, we’ll meet again!”

Outside, the sun was beginning to blanket the land in its warm glow.

Frost de Winter’s procession was gathered and ready.

Cloudhawk’s sense of urgency grew as he left the prison and made his way toward Arcturus’s manor. When he got near, he gave a soft whistle, and a group of the Wastelands Club members gathered around, slipping out of nearby hiding places. They’d been arranged here by Cloudhawk, who had instructed them to hunker down through the night and wait for his arrival.

“Boss, a carriage left the mansion about ten minutes ago. The governor isn’t home.”

“You all did good work.” Cloudhawk produced one of the gems and threw it their way. Immediately, their faces lit up. “Make sure the others follow my instructions, and they’ll be rewarded the same.”

“Thanks, boss. Thank you!”

The men were ecstatic that making money was this easy. This mysterious stranger was pleasantly liberal with his funds. After Cloudhawk dispatched his spies, he activated his phase stone and snuck into the mansion.

The manor complex was surrounded by a particularly thick and sturdy wall that cost Cloudhawk a considerable amount of energy. Ultimately, he got through, where he was greeted by a host of guards wandering the halls – demon hunters among them. If Cloudhawk tipped them off, he was as good as dead.

Luckily, his invisibility cloak was an excellent relic, one that the demon hunters couldn’t easily detect. Cloudhawk made his way through without a fuss, working towards the manor’s center spire where he found himself in a study. Bookcases twice as tall as he was stretched overhead, stuffed with scrolls, inscribed wooden manuscripts, and thick tomes. 

This had to be the old scholar’s personal reading room.

Cloudhawk picked a book at random from one of the shelves. This one appeared to be a tax record of the city. Cloudhawk’s mouth curled into a sinister grin. Cause me trouble, will you, began his nasty thought. Make me leave… well, if I can’t whoop your ass, I’ll drive you fuckin’ crazy instead!

Cloudhawk poured the fuel he prepared over the bookcases and set them alight. Without wasting a second, he rushed into the next room and repeated the process.

By the time guards smelled the smoke, the study was already engulfed in flames. They stared in horror for they knew the fires were consuming critical paperwork and documents. The consequences of this fire were too terrible to contemplate.

The blaze was growing.

Everything here was combustible, perfect fuel for the flames. It was already too late for the guards to contain it. At the same time, several more fires were raging through other rooms, and before long, the manor was engulfed in turmoil. Even an idiot could tell this was arson!

But arson? Was this a revolt?!

Men were quickly gathered to hunt down the culprit. Any one of them was strong enough to cut Cloudhawk down if he was captured, but that was the rub. Between his invisibility and phasing abilities, he was gone before anyone could catch a whiff of him.

By the time the guards caught up with Lord Arcturus, he had settled in and was preparing to watch Squall’s final march. Augustus stood respectfully by his side with a small smile on his lips. In order to make this farce legal, they’d drawn up several charges, each one seemingly legitimate and backed up by evidence. Each charge was punishable by death through execution. On the outside, the whole thing seemed just.

“Sir, bad news!”

“The manor’s on fire!”

Augustus’s lordly smirk vanished in an instant, replaced with thinly-contained rage. “How could the manor have caught fire? Who would be so bold?! We should return at once, governor. There are many important things in the manor that should be saved.”

“Do you not find it convenient that there should be a fire at just this moment?” Lord Arcturus’s eyes peered thoughtfully into the distance and then lit up. “So, this is how you intend to draw me back? Such a childish ploy.”

Augustus began to understand what was happening. “Cloudhawk is the arsonist?”

“If not him, then who? We don’t know his true abilities, but it is clear that he is no weakling. He is at least skilled at lurking about. If he can enter the mansion unseen, then there is nowhere in Skycloud aside from the sanctuary that he cannot slip into. It is likely that he used this ability to hide somewhere we wouldn’t think to search.”

“So, what should we do? I’ll return to the mansion and grab him.”

“No, no need to bother. He’ll come to us.” Lord Arcturus looked ahead like his eyes could pierce any obstacle, like he could see all. “Take the gryphon carriage back to the mansion. I’ll remain here and see what he has in store.”

Augustus finally understood.

Wasn’t this a trick to lure the tiger from the mountain? Lord Arcturus was answering the young man’s tricks with a plot of his own. Augustus would make a show of returning to the mansion in the carriage, and when Cloudhawk thought his gambit had succeeded, he’ll make his next move. Then, his fate would be decided.

He was clever, but Cloudhawk was no more than a petulant brat before the wisdom of Lord Arcturus. His efforts were almost laughable. So long as the governor was here, Cloudhawk didn’t stand a chance.


33 / The Rescue


The streets around the center of Skycloud City were choked with people. Whenever news spread that a blasphemer or turncoat had been captured, it inevitably drew a large crowd. They all wanted to watch the punishment unfold. Only this time, there seemed to be more young women among the spectators than usual.

The fresh-faced girls whispered to each other. Their sometimes blushing faces, wide adoring eyes, made the men around them envious.

He was coming! He was here!

Giddy cries rang out from the girls.

A majestic Pegasus floated overhead, pure-white from head to hoof but for the slender golden horn in the center of its head. The brilliance of it eclipsed all the rest of the light around the square.

Only the most magnificent of people would appear on the back of such a spectacular animal. [1]

A young knight sat upon its back, clad in armor white as snow and bearing a silver spear. His face was a chiseled representation of fortitude, his glimmering eyes framed by razor-sharp eyebrows. He was righteousness given flesh, and his every glance set the girls’ hearts aflutter.

It was Lord Arcturus’s chief disciple, Frost de Winter, Inquisitor General of the Order of Demon Hunters. His reputation, strength, and position were unmatched. This spectacle of a man was the dream of every girl and woman in Skycloud City.

Unfortunately for them, no matter how hot their desires burned, none could thaw Frost de Winter’s cold persona. In the eyes of the great demon hunter, women were synonymous with trouble – and he hated trouble.

This time, the procession consisted of only ten soldiers. In the center of their formation was a disheveled and wild-looking young man who was shackled at the wrists. Heavy chains rattled against the ground, dripping from cuffs around his ankles. The accused was eighteen or so and of moderate build, neither tall nor short, and had a handsome, easygoing face. His hair had grown down to his shoulders and jutted out at odd directions. The jaunty and unfettered air he used to have was gone now. It had been replaced with a loathing that ate at his bones.

Frost de Winter approached the dais that had been erected before the crowd and began to read out Squall’s sins.

Smuggling contraband, human trafficking, blasphemy, and conspiring with enemy agents.

Frost de Winter and Augustus had fabricated these claims, and every accusation bore a heavy penalty. The least serious was banishment from the holy lands. Taken together, Squall was instantly depicted as a monster whose name dripped with the stains of sin. Even before they began presenting evidence, the crowd had become outraged.

“Burn the heretic!”

“Burn the non-believer!”

Loud cries were shouted at him from all around.

Everywhere he looked, Squall was met with twisted angry faces. It filled him with pain and sadness. His father had been a pious and prudent man all his life whose greatest desire had been to see his son succeed. Reality was cruel, and he would instead die with his name in tatters, loathed by everyone. Overnight, his life had been thoroughly destroyed, and now, they paraded him towards the pyre while his countryman spat vitriolic hatred.

If the gods were real, how could they stand by and watch this happen? If the gods were real, how could they permit these dark acts to continue?

The guards started to move, and the crowds on both sides pressed in closer. In a city of several million people, it was inevitable that there were sinners, but the majority of them were devout followers of the gods. Even if they weren’t truly passionate, their fear kept them faithful. They kept their sentiments a secret, for otherwise, it would be the same as inviting death. Smart heretics stayed silent, so only a few were caught every year.

They were the public enemy, hidden dangers to their perfect society! Such wickedness could be chopped into a thousand pieces and their deaths would still not be cruel enough!

Eventually, their curses were not enough, and some in the crowd decided to take action. First, a few copper coins were viciously flung at Squall’s head followed by nuts and other detritus. Projectiles came at him from all sides, and even the guards who led him suffered some of the punishment inadvertently.

Squall wanted to scream. He wanted to fight back, but he was powerless.

He saw it in the monstrous faces of the crowd. Anything he did was hopeless. No amount of struggle would save him. Whatever he said would be ignored. No one would believe a word. All of these people were living in a beautiful dream, and if it continued, maybe they could live out their days in blissful ignorance. However, if they woke up, they would be faced with the cruelty of the world, and they would end up no better than Old Thistle. The blind were better off.

Hard glares from the guards escorting Squall had no effect. The mob only grew more agitated. Meanwhile, Frost de Winter watched as the young man waded through the sea of curses. His eyes swept the crowd, and he spoke to one of his subordinates, “Does anyone seem suspicious?”

“No one stands out,” one of the soldiers accompanying him replied. “Should we go out and search the crowd?”

“No need.” Frost de Winter shook his head. “Keep our men hidden but remain vigilant. If they see someone thin and wearing a mask, they should grab him immediately. Do you understand?”

“Yes, sir! I’ll relay your orders.”

The rest of the soldiers hidden among the rabble continued to wait. Meanwhile, curses and rubbish continued to be flung at Squall.

About a hundred meters away, Lord Arcturus watched it all unfold with a calm demeanor. Frost de Winter’s plan wasn’t perfect, but it should be more than Cloudhawk could overcome. Freeing Squall from under their noses was practically impossible.

Faced with a suicide mission, would the young wastelander still try to save his friend?

Anyone with a modicum of intelligence would abandon the thought. To try was like a moth trying to capture the flames. However, just as the thought crossed Lord Arcturus’s mind, his keen eyes spotted a figure trying to sneak among the spectators.

Thin, masked, and covered in a black cloak, the mysterious person was craning his neck to look for something. If Lord Arcturus could spot him from so far away, how could Frost de Winter miss him? He shouted.

“Grab him!”

In a flash, demon hunters hidden among the crowd surrounded the masked man. Frost de Winter leaped off his horse, stepping on the shoulders of several citizens to quickly approach. He dropped down and pressed through as agile as a sparrow.

The masked man had no time to escape. Arcturus’s disciple was almost too fast to follow as his silver spear was flung forward. Even before the spear struck its target, a blast of white energy engulfed the masked stranger, covering him in frost. With a cry, he hit the ground.

When they heard the sound, nearby spectators yelped and backed away. The press of humanity was stifling here. As everyone struggled to get away, they began to trample one another.

Frightened screams of the citizenry fell on deaf ears as Frost de Winter forced his way forward. He snatched up the frozen, half-dead man and tore the mask off his face. But, when he saw what lay beneath, his expression twisted. He was filled with shame and anger!

This man wasn’t Cloudhawk! He was a decoy!

It was obvious. Here, now, with these clothes and such a similar build. Frost de Winter could figure it out even if he was using his ass for a brain. This was part of Cloudhawk’s scheme.

As the yells of the crowd increased and their shoves grew more intense, another cloaked and masked man appeared. A second, then a third, fourth, fifth… twenty of them!

Frost de Winter, the demon hunters, and all the rest of the soldiers looked around in confusion. All of a sudden, there were twenty targets, any one of whom who could be the young man they were after. But, there was no way to tell who the real Cloudhawk was.

“Grab them all!”

The demon hunters spread out through the crowd and fell upon the masked imposters. Those soldiers escorting Squall also had their attention split between suspicious people who’d gotten too close.

Frost de Winter’s order was to grab any suspects, but now, everyone suddenly seemed suspicious. Soldiers knew the ones they grabbed probably weren’t who they were after, but they couldn’t take that chance. What if Cloudhawk was one of them?

A nefarious wind blew across the square, and with it came choking eddies of sand that covered several dozen square meters around Squall. There was nothing harmful about the sandstorm, but it did impede vision. The guards around Squall could hardly open their eyes.

“Pay it no mind. This is just a trick to give them cover!” Frost de Winter recognized it as one of Cloudhawk’s tricks the second he saw the golden sands. He called out to his people, “Form up around the criminal! This fiend can become invisible. Don’t give him any opportunity to exploit it!”

Ten or so soldiers fell back and surrounded Squall. They kept their backs to him while brandishing their weapons towards the crowd. Although Cloudhawk had planned several distractions and could cloak his presence, he still only had one target. So long as their prisoner was locked down, he would not succeed.

However, none of them anticipated the sudden and inexplicable sense that gripped their chests – or where it came from.

Frost de Winter looked over his shoulder towards Squall and discovered what the problem was. He’d arranged ten soldiers to stick to the prisoner. There were eleven. In all the confusion, those soldiers hadn’t noticed the difference.

Bang! Crack!

Cloudhawk burst into action and immediately, several of the soldiers were flung away. He grabbed Squall and tried to pull him into the crowd where he hoped to disappear. When Frost de Winter saw his soldiers had been outplayed, his indignation turned to a seething rage – this wastelander was treating him like a fool!

Cloudhawk had already puzzled out Frost de Winter’s plans. The paltry group protecting Squall had to be backed up by more plainclothes soldiers and demon hunters. He had no way to tell who the soldiers were, but he picked out the demon hunters easily enough by the resonance of their relics. Knowing this, he picked a direction where the demon hunter presence was light and, in a matter of seconds, plunged into the mob. As it was, Frost de Winter couldn’t stop him, for if he lashed out, the danger to the citizens would be great. He had no love for these commoners, but as Lord Arcturus’s disciple, he had to keep up appearances. It wouldn’t do if he killed innocents in full view of everyone while pursuing Cloudhawk.

Cloudhawk lifted his hand. Clouds of sand answered, and suddenly, Frost de Winter couldn’t tell which direction was which.

Watching it all unfold from afar, Lord Arcturus simply sighed and shook his head. He stretched out a hand from his wide sleeve with a needle – thin as a strand of hair – held tightly between his first and middle finger.

Arcing bolts of electricity slithered through the air around him. Roughly two seconds later, all that electrical power gathered at the tip of the needle.

With all the concern of a man sipping his afternoon tea, Lord Arcturus flicked his fingers.

Woosh!

The needle rocketed forth faster than the speed of sound, creating nothing but a subtle gust barely detectable by ear. It crossed two to three hundred meters in the blink of an eye more accurately than a sniper’s bullet. It slipped through the cloud of sand and buried itself in Cloudhawk’s kneecap. The needle was precisely forceful enough to slip entirely into his leg so that no part of it showed, but not so strong as to pierce through the other side. 

Cloudhawk lost his balance.

No, not just his balance. It wasn’t that simple. It was like he lost all control of his body. He hit the ground with a thud.

Son of a bitch! What the fuck is this?!

The needle was not only piercing but uncannily accurate like its trajectory had been perfectly calculated. More importantly, the needle itself was brimming with energy, and once the needle hit him, Cloudhawk was wracked with spasms. They were so intense that he lost all muscle control.

“Cloudhawk!”

Squall reached for him, but the moment they touched, Squall was struck with an intense pain. The electric power that flowed through Cloudhawk jumped into his body as well. Frost de Winter used these few seconds to close the distance and surrounded the pair with a contingent of his soldiers.

1. The word he uses to describe the Pegasus here is “bao ma” or treasure horse, which is also what they call BMWs. In China, the car you drive is the indication of your status with large black BMWs being the standard sign of “I’m important”. If this was intentional phrasing on the part of HDW, then it’s pretty damn clever.


34 / Under Arrest


Cloudhawk had lost all ability to move. Frost de Winter didn’t need to guess to know his master had helped.

“That fuckin’ dog Arcturus Cloude finally got his hands dirty.” Cloudhawk’s anger had reached the boiling point. His eyes began to simmer with red light as he unexpectedly fought off the numbing power of Arcturus’s attack. Rising to his feet, every hair on his body stood on end, though it wasn’t clear whether it was from sheer anger or the electricity coursing through him. A ferocious and murderous aura poured from him, causing him to resemble a devil’s soldier clawing his way out of the pits of hell. “You scum, in league with demons – you think you’re worthy to govern Skycloud City? Are the people so blind? Are the gods so blind!?”

Suddenly, everything went quiet.

Everyone seemed to forget their fear and stared with wide-eyed shock. Was he accusing Lord Arcturus of working with demons? It was an astounding accusation, one that shook the mind of anyone who heard him say it.

Frost de Winter’s cool and unshakable exclamations woke the crowd from their stupor. “This man is a demon’s spy brought into our city by Squall. Do not let his poisonous words confuse you – get him!”

That’s right!

The young man’s allegations were so outrageous that the crowd was stunned stiff. They didn’t even think about it, but the very thought was indeed ridiculous!

What sort of man was Lord Arcturus? He was the very backbone of Skycloud Domain. If he were cavorting with demons, how could Skycloud enjoy the safety and prosperity it had today? What traitor could be considered a good and truthful person? How could anything he said be believed? He was a sinner, one who disrespected their illustrious leader to his face. The citizens repented for even entertaining the idea.

Cloudhawk said nothing further as three more imperceptible needles came flying his direction. Soundless and faster than bullets, they penetrated the sandstorm. One buried itself in his left kneecap and the other two entered each scapula. Even though his nerves were like steel, Cloudhawk couldn’t withstand the onslaught.

Lord Arcturus was indeed a master demon hunter, and he proved it by single-handedly incapacitating Cloudhawk from hundreds of meters away. What’s more, no one knew who or how. It was as though Cloudhawk simply collapsed under his own weight.

Frost de Winter waved his hand towards the wastelander. “Take them!”

Squall was immediately surrounded by a group of soldiers. His heart beat furiously in his chest, angry and incredulous but entirely helpless. “Why did you come here? Did you think you could save me?! You jackass!”

“It’s not over yet. Get over here!”

Cloudhawk’s will wasn’t spent. He spat the words at Squall through gritted teeth, but the young man didn’t know what he meant. However, as the guards closed in around him, Cloudhawk held tight his strange rock tightly, and it surged with power. As the light from it washed over him, Cloudhawk felt the force of the electricity weaken considerably. He groped for Squall like a lion lunging for its prey.

Through the stone, a strange and enigmatic energy spread outward. This time it enveloped not only Cloudhawk but Squall as well – at the cost of several times the normal energy for Cloudhawk!

Summoning the stone’s power was demanding for Cloudhawk under normal conditions, much less when extending it to affect another person. As such, he didn’t have the psychic will to spare to use his cloak. The soldiers rushed in to grab them, but their hands passed right through. 

These weren’t men anymore. They were illusions, and they weren’t going to get their hands on specters. It was the strangest thing the soldiers had ever experienced, and they watched speechlessly as the pair soundlessly started to sink into the ground.

The soldiers piled on but hit nothing but solid ground. Bizarre! How could this happen?

“Get out of my way!”

Frost grabbed the soldiers and flung them to the side, only to find that they were piled on top of empty space. He roared at them, “What is going on here?! Where did they run?”

“Lord Frost de Winter, sir. They, well they sunk into the ground. He was able to pass right through it!”

Frost’s face turned as dark as a blizzard. What sort of power allowed a person to simply slip through the earth? He stomped on the spot where Cloudhawk had disappeared as hard as he could, but it did not give. Once he was sure it was solid, his furrowed brows shot up, and he pointed to a couple of demon hunters nearby. “You there, dig this area up!”

“But sir, this-“

“If I tell you to dig, you dig!”

“We obey!” A group of demon hunters brandished their exorcist staffs. They were capable members of the order, so when they struck the ground with their weapons, it began to give way. When the earth buckled, they found a hole below.

At last, Frost understood why Cloudhawk had chosen this spot to make his move. Just below their feet was one of the tunnels that honeycombed below the city. Cloudhawk had to know that trying to escape with Squall was impossible – unless he had a special escape plan.

Cloudhawk’s verbal abuse of the governor was a ploy to gain a few precious moments, winning enough time for him to use his stone. Despite Lord Arcturus’s quick response in subduing him, Cloudhawk was still able to flee with his friend.

Burning the mansion, confounding his ambushers, slipping in among the guards, and then eventually escaping. The whole thing was well thought out, logical, and purposeful. The wastelander was young and green, but they had to acknowledge that he had guts. The resourceful young man was much more capable than he looked.

“Get after him!”

Once the tunnel was revealed, Frost hefted his spear and jumped in. The demon hunters followed closely at his heels.

After phasing into the tunnels, Cloudhawk and Squall hung on to each other and stumbled a little way through the dark. Eventually, they fell, exhausted.

Squall was caught in his chains and couldn’t move very well, while Cloudhawk was mentally drained. His arms and legs might just as well have been made out of scrap. As wondrous as the stone’s powers were – in fact, precisely because of that – it demanded a high price in psychic energy. The excess when carrying another person wasn’t as simple as simply doubling the cost. It was orders of magnitude more difficult.

Squall helped lift Cloudhawk back onto his feet. “How are you holding up?”

Cloudhawk shook his head, stumbled forward, and collapsed again. Lord Arcturus’s needles were buried so deeply in his knees that not even the ends jutted out. With these needles in him, he wasn’t going anywhere, so he shoved Squall away. “I can’t. Get out of here as fast as you can!”

Squall shook his head fervently. “I’ll carry you.”

He frowned the moment he said it. His hands and feet were bound in thick iron. How would he even be able to get him up on his shoulders?

“I’m Frost de Winter’s target. If you try to help me, you’ll get caught up in his bloodlust. Then, we’ll just end up dying together.” Cloudhawk was covered in sweat, clearly in pain. The wounds Arcturus caused were serious and excruciating. “Listen, I don’t have any friends… except maybe for you. That’s why I had to save you.”

“Why did you do this? Why risk your life?” Squall’s hands were clenched into fists. His eyes were red. “None of this is your fault, so why? Just so I owe you again?”

Cloudhawk could barely hold himself together. He was dripping sweat and wincing in pain. He fought through it to try and speak. “I guess the fact is my life doesn’t hold much promise. But, it’s different for you. You need to keep living because you have a reason. Revenge …. for me and for Old Thistle. Remember how your father died. Is that how you want to go out?”

Images of his poor father floated up through Squall’s mind. His hands tightened further.

“As for the other members of Bloomnettle Company, don’t worry. They’ve already escaped by now.” Cloudhawk was trying to talk through gasping breaths. He lifted his head, peering through tousled hair with a calm expression. He shared a mournful smile with his friend. “The Elysian lands were the dream I chased for longer than I can remember. Now, there’s nothing for me… I don’t know where to go. Back to the wastelands? Somewhere else? I’m tired… I just need a fucking break. Get the hell out of here!”

Squall looked into Cloudhawk’s eyes and saw his hopelessness turn into conviction. 

He didn’t say a word. Squall turned around and hobbled into the darkness.

Cloudhawk watched him go and felt relief. Two minutes later, Frost strode up to the immobile Cloudhawk. He knocked the young man unconscious with a single blow and then waved to the demon hunters on either side of him. “Get him and let’s get out of here.”

One of them, a tracker, ventured to ask, “The other one’s run off. Should we go after him?”

Frost de Winter peered into the inky blackness before them. “That one’s just a small fish. He isn’t worth our effort. Come!”

The demon hunters hesitated, but they had no reason to question their master. This talented young master had other ideas, and although Squall was in the wind, the others paid him no more mind.

Cloudhawk, on the other hand, had been difficult to handle. He’d run away repeatedly, but finally, he was back in their grasps.

“Stop where you are!”

Frost had just stepped out from the tunnels when a melodious, regal voice called out to him. The woman’s voice was pleasing to the ear, if imperious, self-assured, and as sharp as a masterwork blade.

One didn’t even need to look at her to know who the voice belonged to.

Frost’s path was blocked. The young woman’s skin was an alabaster white, almost unnatural, with hair the color of spun gold. Sunlight played around her like a halo as if embracing a goddess.

“Dawn. What’s all this commotion?”

“Shut your mouth!” Dawn didn’t even feign respect for Frost de Winter. Both of them were the pinnacles of their generation’s talent, and as such, were often at odds. Their conflict was more than just a passing matter, and her barbed words weren’t a rare thing. “Leave that one to me. Be on your way!”

“Under whose orders? Yours?”

“That’s right, mine!”

Every syllable dripped with aggression!


35 / Two Talents Contend


Frost de Winter wanted to avoid a scene and had thus tried to avoid areas with a lot of people. They’d left the tunnels at a distant location and tried to slip away through an alley. Despite his efforts, however, their way was blocked by this thorny barrier. Dawn’s fame and power were in no way inferior to his own. In addition, she was Skycloud City’s youngest templar.

The templars were a sect of holy warriors under the direct command of the Temple. Its members included demon hunters as well as normal soldiers with the prerequisite being that they were among the best of their class. An individual’s background, service record, and capabilities had to be stellar in order to earn a position, which meant that each templar was a brilliant dignitary in his own right.

Dawn was strong, but her accolades were thin. Originally, she did not hold the qualifications necessary to join the temple. However, her father was the direct heir of the Polaris family, while her mother was an oracle of the Temple, one of their high priests.

It would not be an exaggeration to say that Dawn was born under the blessings of the gods. Noble and flawless, her rare golden tresses were seen as proof of that. The things she experienced while growing up all pointed to her status as a child favored by heaven. She was Skycloud City’s most comprehensive talent: a talented demon hunter, a unique intellect, a gifted artist with pen or paintbrush. She could master whatever craft she put her mind to in no time at all.

She made history when she joined the temple before her eighteenth birthday.

This year marked her nineteenth, and she already held herself with ecclesiastic regency. However, the unbridled defiance of heaven and earth that was her family’s character remained alive and well, evident in her bearing. She was a dignified she-devil who was known for her brazen and erratic actions.

Her lauded background alone ensured no one challenged her.

Of course, that was only true for the common man. Frost did not fear her, and Cloudhawk was too important. Nothing could be allowed to stand in his way.

When she saw that he did not immediately comply, Dawn lost her patience. “Hmph. You must be deaf. Or are you so eager to pick a fight? I’ll say it again – hand him over!”

She clapped her hands together regally as she made the demand.

The alley began to ring with the sound of clattering armor. In a blink, a hundred soldiers appeared from all around with glimmering weapons in hand, hostile eyes fixed on Frost. These were the loyal house guards of the Polaris family, and it didn’t matter who they fought. They followed their masters’ orders.

“Are you challenging me?”

“So what if I am? Stand up for yourself if you got the balls!” [1] The peerless beauty spoke in a surly tone which was in direct opposition to her appearance. She interlaced her fingers and pushed, creating a series of pops. Her hand then went to the sword at her waist and started to pull it free. “It’s been a little while since we’ve danced. I’m anxious to see if you’ve gotten any better!”

The moment her sword cleared its sheath, the alley was flooded with a terrifying aura. Dust and gravel shivered from an invisible force. Its blade was the width of three fingers and refracted light like the surface of a lake. Metal rang against leather with a resonance that seemed to fill the world.

Her weapon was anything but average. Like Frost, her blade was a famed relic – Terrangelica! And like Frozen Dirge, it was capable of doing terrible things.

Frost de Winter was a proud man, and he wasn’t going to stand for this mouthy bitch’s disrespect. Her threats would be met with a frigid answer. As he planted Frozen Dirge’s blade into the ground, an area several meters in diameter was immediately covered in ice. He spoke back to her in mocking tones, “Terrangelica is a treasure of the Polaris family. It’s tarnished in the hands of a reprobate like you.”

She threw back barbs of her own. “Frozen Dirge is also an impressive weapon. Such a shame that it should pass to the equivalent of a stuffed shirt. I weep for its spoiled reputation.”

Dawn’s temperament was molten fire to her core, but she was not reckless or stupid. She would not let his pompous words infuriate her, and now was not the time to waste her breath bickering. Soon, this dog’s master would arrive, at which point she could forget about taking the thief.

A quick battle to force his hand! She shoved the blade of her sword into the earth.

Dawn poured her power into it, sending a wave of incorporeal force through the ground. It blasted out in all directions, kicking up clouds of dust with it.

The two clashed with the speed and ferocity of clashing lightning bolts.

Frost keenly felt the attack closing in and jumped up to avoid it. Moments later, a series of spikes shot up right below where his feet had been. He managed to avoid the first two, but the third and fourth reached higher towards him.

This attack came entirely from underground and so was practically untraceable. Were it not for Frost’s exceptional speed and perception, he would have been impaled by the first one.

He was slowing down. Another spike was shooting up towards him.

Dawn wasn’t showing him any mercy. Her opening attack was lethal. The jagged spikes reached up for the vulnerable place between Frost’s legs, but he would not idly let it strike. He swung Frozen Dirge in a pendulous arc that chopped into the spike, instantly freezing it. He used the momentum to launch himself towards Dawn.

A deadly arc of silver came down from overhead.

As Frost closed the distance, the light from his spear bloomed like a silver lotus. Fast – too fast. Before she knew it, a dozen blinding thrusts were aimed her way, and though he was still too far for the weapon to connect, the same was not true for the energy released with each strike. White gusts of power blasted at her, so cold that it froze the water particles into deadly icicles.

Woosh-woosh-woosh-woosh-woosh!

Like a comet trailed by a beautiful white tail, each strike came crashing down on Dawn in a frigid and deadly rain.

Her reaction to the awesome display was a dismissive snort. She wrapped both of her hands around Terrangelica’s pommel but did not pull it free. She instead thrust it deeper, another foot into the ground until two-thirds of it had sunk in. Galvanized by some unseen power, the soil and rock sprang up to form a wall.

In half a breath, the hail of icicles slammed into the rock wall. They pierced her defenses, but none could pass through and remained glittering against the dirt like inlaid gemstones. Brutal residual cold covered the rock wall in ice almost immediately.

Frost crashed into it. Crack-crrrACK! The whole thing shattered like a pane of glass and crumbled away.

The barrier gave out and Frost’s momentum pushed through unimpeded. Like a silver dragon reaching out from the sea, Frozen Dirge stabbed at Dawn.

He knew the abilities of every notable weapon in Skycloud City. While Terrangelica was powerful, its weakness lay in slow reaction time. To defeat Dawn, one only needed to know the trick to handling it.

That trick was speed!

His execution was perfect; Frost de Winter broke through her barrier and followed up with a quick and decisive strike. With only a few meters between them, Dawn could be twice as powerful and still wouldn’t be able to rely on Terrangelica to save her.

He’d robbed her of her advantage. Victory was assured.

Just as Frozen Dirge’s edge was about to run her through, however, Frost de Winter was taken by surprise.

Ting!

No more than ten centimeters from Dawn’s body, his spear struck a clear glass-like shell strong enough to knock the blow aside. After the collision, lines spider-webbed from the point of impact, forming intricate patterns like some occult diagram. Amidst the sounds of cracking, the lines split and bright light poured forth, revealing the once invisible shell that protected the templar.

Frozen Dirge was impotently knocked aside. His victory was snatched from his grasp.

Frost de Winter, high up in the air, snatched his spear back and then landed back on the ground. He stumbled back a few steps and stared at his opponent with surprise in his cold eyes.

Dawn’s hands were still on the hilt of her sword. It was then he saw the light radiating from a jade mirror tucked into her clothes. Her invisible defense had come from it, repelling Frost de Winter’s decisive strike.

“The aegis mirror.”

Frost de Winter recognized the Temple relic the moment he saw it. Dawn’s skill and reputation were such that she’d obviously be given treasures from her family as well as the Temple. Terrangelica was from her family, but the mirror came from her templar masters.

“You underestimate me. I know my vulnerabilities far better than you.”

Terrangelica was counted among one of the greatest weapons in Skycloud, alleged to be capable of summoning earthquakes and raising mountains. A master of its power could wipe out a battalion on his own. In exchange for such power, its attacks were slow and ponderous, which was what Frost de Winter had hoped to use to his advantage. But, how could Dawn not know this herself? If she dared to fight him in such close quarters, then she clearly had a plan.

She was instigating him to attack. However, he was not her target.

Frost de Winter reacted the moment the thought crossed his mind and flung an icicle at Cloudhawk. Bringing him back to Lord Arcturus alive was more preferable, but he was given no choice. Either he came back with them or he died.

“Too late!”

Dawn’s pretty face split into a sly grin. Terrangelica was already prepared. She was one step ahead. A pulse of energy reached out, knocking Cloudhawk away from Frost’s men and into a crowd of her own. They quickly surrounded him, shields raised in a defensive posture.

Dawn and Frost de Winter were well matched. It was not clear who would win, nor would that be determined now. Lord Arcturus was on his way and would arrive soon, so this exchange had to come to a close.

She ignored her rival and raced for Cloudhawk.

The templar pulled Terrangelica from the ground and quickly joined her soldiers, her golden hair splaying out behind her in her haste. She stood before them, facing Frost de Winter and the others with her sword held before her. She smiled as the light played over her mystical weapon. “The challenge is done. Now, it’s time for the melee. Are you sure you still want to fight?”

“Dawn!”

Frost de Winter gritted his teeth and fought the urge to charge. Over fifty crossbows were pointed right at him, and behind them all was that damn woman. He’d brought only a few men with him into the tunnels. They were outnumbered.

“I’m taking him with me. You and I will finish this later.”

She knew the longer they stayed, the more likely things would take a turn for the worse. Her soldiers moved in to block Frost as Dawn and the others fled with Cloudhawk in custody.

1. It more directly translates to “come and bite me then”. When I looked it up on the internet, someone said the correct response is “I don’t eat shit.” Lol


36 / Forcibly Remanded


Dawn frantically dragged Cloudhawk back to the commander’s mansion. When she got there, she heaved a sigh of excited relief. It felt good to stick it to that ice cube, Frost de Winter.

“You’ve brought him back fast. Damn right you’re my granddaughter. Ha ha ha ha!”

Skye Polaris charged at them like a grizzly bear with the valorous posture only a general could command. He peered regally down at the unconscious form of Cloudhawk, and his face hardened. This idiotic thief who dared steal from him was going to be taught a painful lesson.

“Wait… this one’s different.”

“I don’t care where he came from. He chose to mess with my family. He has to die.”

Skye Polaris was getting on in years, but his explosive fury was no less potent. It was so powerful that it imprinted on the souls of his family, intractable and eternal.

“Let me finish first, will you?!”

Dawn barked the sentence at her grandfather. It caused him to freeze but resentfully grow quiet. She went on to explain to him in detail everything she’d heard and seen, and his face gradually lost its anger to show surprise. A lot had happened in the city, and he was just now hearing about it.

“Get someone. Call Mr. Ink!”

An oddly dressed man appeared in the mansion’s main hall. He didn’t look very old, maybe thirty to forty years old. A mask covered half of his face, and he was dressed in all dark grey tones. As he walked towards them, he didn’t make a single sound like he was hardly more than a spirit.

Mr. Ink approached Cloudhawk and gave the unconscious man a cursory glance. He reached out a hand and gently slapped his kneecap, retracting with it a hair-thin needle caught between his fingers. Mr. Ink then brought the needle close and inspected it for a few moments. “These are Arcturus Cloude’s lightning needles. He’s the only one who could do this.”

The old man already knew that answer. He pressed with more urgent questions. “How is he? Crippled?”

Mr. Ink examined Cloudhawk more closely and then answered, “With wounds like these, the chance of that is significant. However, it appears Lord Arcturus was not deliberately trying to butcher him. Also, this young man has a unique constitution – certainly atypical. His wounds are serious but nothing a little treatment can’t fix. I suspect he can be healed with minimal permanent injuries.”

“Fine, then I leave him to you.”

As Mr. Ink plucked out the remaining needles, Skye Polaris scratched his beard and looked at Cloudhawk. His eyes glimmered with interest. There was something special about this one if Lord Arcturus had gotten personally involved.

“This one’s got balls. He broke into the Polaris family home to steal and then turned right around to burn down the governor’s mansion.” Dawn thought she was the most lawless and reckless person in the city. Compared to this one, she was a master of etiquette. “He’s unique at least. It would be a shame to waste him. Leave him with me to play with for a while. What do you think?”

“Play, what the hell is he? A toy?” He fiddled with his beard and shot her a sidelong glance. “If we want soldiers, we have soldiers. If we want horses, we got horses. But, the one thing that’s hard to come by is a person of real talent. The Cloude family has all of them. You’re right that killing him outright would be a shame. He’s rough, but he makes a good sculpting block. Actually…”

Just then, a sound arose from outside. One of the soldiers burst in and immediately went down on his knee before the commander. “Sir, Governor Arcturus is here!”

Dawn’s pretty face revealed surprise. “This fast? How?!”

Her grandfather rose to his feet with a grunt, lumbering like a great big bear but with the stately command of a dragon. “I’ll deal with him. Bring the kid below. Let me greet our friend from the Cloude family.”

A few minutes later, Arcturus Cloude strode into the room. He was flanked on either side by Augustus and Frost de Winter. Augustus’s expression was dark and intractable, while Frost de Winter was seething with fury. The governor led them, clad in a simple grey robe and exuded the same professorial calm as always. His salt-and-pepper hair was meticulously groomed without a strand out of place, and he looked at them with soft but penetrating eyes – as deep and unfathomable as the ocean.

The commander and the governor, two men in stark contrast, faced each other on opposite sides of the room.

Skycloud’s chief military commander wore his emotions out in the open, and most who caught his eye immediately started trembling at the knees. He wasn’t a man. Beneath the skin, he was a wild beast. Up close, it felt like he could bite them at any moment.

The governor stood as lightly and lazily as the clouds. Everything about him showed perfect self-control and constraint. To anyone who didn’t know him, the governor was the image of an amiable scholar. 

Bathed in the imperiousness that flowed from Skye Polaris, Augustus and Frost de Winter both felt they were pierced by needles. In fact, walking towards him was like fighting a current. It sapped your energy, and the sense of danger was stifling. 

If the two other men were like boulders getting buffeted by the surge of a river, then Arcturus Cloude was like a net. All the force of the commander’s presence washed through him like he wasn’t there. The net didn’t budge, especially when closing in.

“Haha, governor! It’s been quite a while!” Skye Polaris bellowed at them as he lumbered forward, his face wide and inviting like he was greeting old friends. “I heard your mansion burned down! Ahh, terrible thing. News of it is all over the city. All those tax records – what a mess. They didn’t all go up in flames, did they?”

“Be at ease, commander. There was some slight damage, but nothing worth mentioning was lost. We always keep backups of important documents, so the matter isn’t serious.” Lord Arcturus smiled graciously and nodded. He certainly looked as unconcerned as he sounded, treating the incident more like someone had broken one of his cups. He went on, “Actually, I heard someone broke into your home a few days ago and stole some things. Young Miss Dawn suffered no insignificant loss. Has the culprit been found?”

“Hah hah, ah! Our governor sure is well informed. Just a petty thief, eh? If we wanted, we could snap him up without a problem, but what concern is it to a commander?”

“On the contrary, you shouldn’t take this lightly. Stealing into the home of an official puts sensitive government documents at risk. An intruder in the home of our highest military officer puts our whole domain at risk. As governor, I’m duty bound to see to this matter personally.”

“Relax. I’ll make sure I find this thief.”

That wouldn’t be a problem. Any scapegoat could be conjured up.

“Actually, I’ve already managed to trace the contraband. It was found with a group of seditious renegades, though they were under the direction of a mastermind. I also heard that there was some trouble at the prison, that all of the prisoners escaped through the city’s tunnel system. More than a few of them were decreed public enemies by the Temple. I have reason to believe that the one who stole from you is the same person who instigated these terrorist acts.”

Skye Polaris’s face darkened.

“That is a matter I promise the Temple takes very seriously.” His tone was even, not fast or slow. Sincerity seemed to coat every word. “I look forward to the commander’s help in apprehending this criminal. We must be vigilant. We wouldn’t want to learn of mistakes – for instance, harboring criminals. That would certainly draw the ire of the Temple, and they would demand an explanation.”

The last few words stripped the jovial mask from Skye Polaris’s face. The old fox was as clever as he ever was. It’d taken him no time to learn of the break-in and had even traced it. He even brought it to the Temple. It wasn’t a serious problem, not yet. He had to wait and see what the governor chose to do with this information.

Theft from the home of the commander was a real threat to national security. What’s more, evidence of that break-in was found in the hands of an illegal organization. It was enough to fuel suspicion that important military documents had also been leaked.

The same person was also responsible for the jailbreak.

It was perfect fuel for whatever Arcturus Cloude’s aim was.

“The governor speaks and the commander listens. What else can we expect? But, there is something else. I hope I might ask for some help.”

“Speak your mind, commander.”

Skye Polaris danced around it. His tone became thoughtful. “I did come across a young man, one I thought could be turned into someone useful. I wondered what could he have done to earn such hate from the governor? Kid’s barely an adult and had not been in Skycloud City even a day. I’m surprised a man of your stature took such a personal interest at all. I figured he must know something he isn’t supposed to. Just… something that makes me curious.”

Frost de Winter could no longer restrain himself and stepped forward. “Cloudhawk is an agent of a demon. Shielding him is an affront to the gods!”

“A demon agent? That’s quite the accusation! If you say he is, I guess I’d have to ask for proof. Do you have any? Proof? Has he been afforded any trial? Maybe "I am a demon spy’ is carved on his forehead? I must’ve missed it. It seems to me he’s been condemned on your word alone – you say he’s a spy and that gives you the right to make him disappear. Is that right?”

Frost de Winter took another half a step forward as his anger boiled over. “You-!”

Lord Arcturus cut him off with a wave and then turned his eyes on the commander. “Are you sure you want to protect him?”

“Your family has always been rich in talent. Three masters in one generation, leaders of their fields and knitted into the city’s landscape, even the Temple. And at your side is more than just Augustus. You have Selene, Zephyr, Frost de Winter, and more. Your family has control of eighty percent of the domain’s demon hunters and more hidden agents than I can count. My family only has Dawn to put forth. Good seeds are hard to come by. Did you think I’d let one go? I’ve already thought about it – he should be sent to Hell Valley. The gods will decide his fate. If he dies, then so be it, but if he lives, then he belongs to the Polaris family!”

Against expectations, Lord Arcturus did not seem to take long to consider. “Very well. Seeing as the commander is adamant, I’d be happy to oblige. We’ll be going.”

Frost de Winter couldn’t believe it. “Master, but-“

“Come.”

Frost de Winter couldn’t grasp what had come over his master. He had the upper hand! No one was a match for Lord Arcturus in this sort of verbal contest, so why did he give in?

(Xiao Lai is now on Twitter and Instagram! Follow him @xiaolaiwxw for insights into translating and Chinese medicine theory.)
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“Come out.”

When Dawn approached, there was surprise in her platinum eyes. She’d expected at least a heated exchange, maybe even the promise of a long-standing conflict between their families. Instead, it was all resolved with a few words.

Lord Arcturus seemed cool and refined but was, in reality, a difficult character. Dawn followed her own rules and cared little for authority. But, even though there were many in the city without clout and prestige, the one she never dared cross was Arcturus Cloude.

She could hardly believe their exchange. It seemed uncharacteristic of the governor. Could Lord Arcturus have other plans?

Skye Polaris said something the young woman didn’t understand, “You’re too young to understand Arcturus Cloude. His decision shows he thinks things can still turn his way. It’s fine. Go check on the kid.”

Cloudhawk gradually awoke from the coma, and the first thing he saw was the ornate ceiling. Gold dust had been used to draw out beautiful pieces of art, canonical scenes that were skillfully and beautifully etched.

Where was he? Cloudhawk wanted to get up, but the wounds Arcturus had inflicted were not gone. He felt like a thousand ants were crawling over him, biting his skin. 

Three people were standing by the foot of the bed talking. He recognized Dawn at a glance – but hadn’t he been captured by Frost de Winter? Why was he suddenly here?

Mr. Ink cast a sidelong glance towards where Cloudhawk lay and then spoke to the older master, “My medicine has already begun to have an effect. It looks like he’s awakened.”

Skye Polaris clearly had a deep respect for the man who addressed him. “Thank you for your efforts.”

Mr. Ink clasped his hands respectfully before his chest before retreating a few steps.

The elderly man didn’t immediately speak. It was Dawn who approached Cloudhawk first, giving him a chance to see her more clearly. She was about a hundred and seventy centimeters tall and shunned armor for a simple white warrior’s robe. Her platinum blonde hair hung loose and orderly around her shoulders.

She was so white.

Unnaturally white, but not sickly.

A beautiful woman’s skin was oft described as identical to creamy white jade, but she seemed carved from it. Not only was she abnormally white, but there were also no visible pores either. Her skin shone with a gentle glow.

This beautiful woman standing there unmoving was like a noble and tempestuous goddess. Her arms were folded in front of her chest as she glared daggers at Cloudhawk. “You’re in my hands now, little thief. If you have anything to say for yourself, say it now!”

Cloudhawk still hadn’t regained his bearings.

“Don’t make a fuss, Dawn.” Skye Polaris’s towering form appeared beside her. As he approached, Cloudhawk felt his aura wash over him like he was being crushed beneath the weight of a mountain. He was making an effort to be friendly, but his fierce features made that difficult. “You nearly died. Luckily, Dawn brought you here, and we saved your life. You’re in the home of Skycloud’s commander-in-chief. I believe you’ve been here before.”

Cloudhawk didn’t know what a “commander-in-chief” was and his face showed no change in expression. “Oh,” was his response. Then, he closed his eyes and laid back. “Are you going to kill me?”

“Kill you? That would be far too simple! I could kill you with one finger, but if I was going to do that, why would I risk offending that old fox, Arcturus?” Skye Polaris paid no mind to Cloudhawk’s lack of respect. “Alright, tell me what is going on. Why cause all this trouble for the governor?”

Saving him from Arcturus Cloude was no small thing, but Cloudhawk had to wonder what his motives were. He had no way to tell what the old man really wanted, but by now, he had no reason to hide what happened out in the wastelands. Thus, he told him.

“So that’s what all this is about…” Now he understood. The old commander heaved a breath. “From now on, don’t give any more thought to Selene. This matter is much more complicated than you know.”

“How has she not died yet?” At the mere mention of Selene’s name, Dawn’s whole body went rigid like a snake coming face-to-face with a mongoose or a spider freezing under the shadow of a bird. Her hands clenched tight into fists. “She ran from the city because she was afraid to face me. She never gave me a chance to break our stalemate when I got back from the sanctuary, but I am the greatest talent in the whole domain!”

Clearly, there was something going on between Dawn and Selene, but Cloudhawk didn’t give a shit. “Lord Arcturus really is working with demons, isn’t he?”

“As I said, it’s complicated and way above your pay grade. The answer wouldn’t mean anything to you.” Skye Polaris knew something, but he wasn’t going to say it. Still, his reaction was interesting. “Alright, I’m not the sort to beat around the bush. Let’s get to the point. You stole from my family, and the fact that you’re still breathing goes against my usual temperament. Saving you might also have put us at odds with the governor – I hope you understand how serious this is.”

“Well, I’ve lived a pretty shit life,” Cloudhawk replied. How was he supposed to repay him? “If you want it, just go ahead and take it.”

“Gladly! But, it isn’t your life I’m after.” The grizzled man chuckled. “You seem like a gifted kid. That’s why I kept you from Arcturus. From now, on you’re a soldier. I’m going to send you to Skycloud’s best training outfit to get you polished. Then, when you get back, you’ll serve our family to pay back what you stole.”

Any pretense of friendship was gone.

Skye Polaris definitely seemed like someone with influence and had a breadth of talented people at his command. Why save him? Cloudhawk had some real skill, but it was limited. He felt that finding someone more capable than him here in the city would be as easy as plucking someone out of a crowd.

The old man had called him a soldier. Did that mean they were going to put him in the army? Any way you looked at him, Cloudhawk wasn’t the army type, nor was he one of the faithful. So how was he supposed to make a good soldier?

“I’m a wastelander. I don’t believe in your gods.”

“That’s why you aren’t joining the conventional troops. Instead, you’re going to be a hand in the shadows. There are regulars and irregulars, those who live in the radiance of the gods and others who have never seen the light. In this world, justice needs to be protected, but there are some evils that are necessary.”

“What are you talking about?”

“Put it this way. There are some less glorious missions a normal soldier can’t accomplish and members of the family can’t get involved in. That’s where people like you come in. Any family or organization has a group that does what others can’t. Sometimes, special situations require special tactics.”

“You aren’t afraid I’ll escape?”

“Feel free! Only, there’s a slow acting poison I had Mr. Ink inject you with while you were unconscious. It’ll stay in your system for five years or so, and every six months, you’re going to feel a reaction. Without the antidote, it will kill you. You’re going to pay me back one way or another. Either you work or the poison will make sure you pay another way.”

Dawn was clearly displeased with his punishment. “Why rely on such sleazy methods? It’s disgraceful!”

Skye Polaris disagreed. “This is us handling the matter once and for all. Five years is practically nothing!”

“I’m not strong enough,” Cloudhawk responded.

“You are just unpolished, that’s all. It doesn’t matter. With the right materials, you can be cast into a fine sword.” He went on, “This training is the perfect furnace. You could throw the most useless piece of trash inside, and so long as he lives, he’ll come out able to hold his own.”

He had this planned all along!

Refusing the old man’s “generous” offer was the same as accepting death by poison. Anyway, could he carve a place out for himself in the Elysian lands any longer? If he left Skycloud, where would he go?

He thought he was going to die, and once he stopped breathing, all his problems would be over. But, he didn’t, and there was no reason to go out looking for death.

“I have one condition.”

This idiot had the gall to make demands? He’d be dead if it weren’t for the old man!

Skye Polaris was clearly annoyed, but he still asked, “What is it? We’ll see.”

“The Bloomnettle Company is innocent. Leave them alone.”

This took Skye Polaris by surprise. He’d expected the kid to demand something that would benefit him, but he instead used his last bit of leeway for others. The grizzled soldier scowled as he thought it over. It wasn’t an easy request, but after a few moments, he answered, “I can think up ways to pardon everyone except the one called Squall. But, they won’t be able to stay here in the city. They’ll have to live the rest of their lives out in the villages.”

That was enough.

Cloudhawk knew there was nothing but darkness in Squall’s future. He was publicly convicted of crimes against the domain and was saved by a suspected demon spy. Nothing was going to clean those stains off his name. The rest of his family knew nothing about it and could be forgiven. Cloudhawk would never forget the image of Squall disappearing into the darkness of the tunnels. The guy’s world had been turned upside down overnight, but there wasn’t anything Cloudhawk could do to help him.

His quick and quiet acceptance pleased Skye Polaris. Young men like him were increasingly difficult to find.

The city was full of soldiers, but they were inflexible. After studying Cloudhawk’s actions over the last few days, he knew the kid was the sort who would do whatever it took to reach his goal. This sort of diamond in the rough was exactly what Skycloud’s army was lacking!

“Dawn, take him to go get ready. Tonight, we’re bringing him to meet someone.”

“Who? Where?”

“The governor’s mansion. We have an appointment with Arcturus Cloude!”

Cloudhawk froze solid. Was this old man insane? Arcturus Cloude wanted to kill him, and they were going to march him right through that bastard’s front door. Nevertheless, Skye Polaris seemed unconcerned. He knew the governor wouldn’t do anything untoward.

Dawn didn’t care one iota what Cloudhawk thought.

Once he’d recovered some, Dawn dragged him towards the family carriage. They left directly for the governor’s mansion. Skye Polaris explained that this wasn’t his idea, but that they were coming at Arcturus Cloude’s invitation. He wanted to meet this young wastelander face-to-face.


38 / Entertaining Guests


The carriage was a fine one, cast in copper plating.

The animals that pulled it were fine animals, elk with pure white fur.

The company was fine company, a woman of stunning beauty.

Dawn had exchanged her warrior robes for a formal party gown. Beautifully sculpted legs appeared from within the folds from time to time. Her curly platinum hair had been painstakingly plaited and arranged atop her head. From head to toe, from inside out, the young woman exuded the air of a princess… that is, except for the sword she held close to her chest.

Even when attending a banquet, Dawn wouldn’t be without a sword by her side. The long and wide blade was held within a gem-encrusted sheath to match her regal appearance. She held it close. The pressure squeezed her full bosom, resulting in an eye-catching display.

Cloudhawk sat across from her, rigid and uncomfortable. His fear was only in part because they were on their way to meet Arcturus Cloude. The rest of it came from the hard glare Dawn had been giving him ever since they left the commander’s mansion. Her glittering jewel-like eyes seemed to pierce right through him.

At last she spoke, “Let me ask you a question.”

When the tension broke, Cloudhawk breathed a sigh of relief. “Go ahead.”

Dawn sat up straight, causing her chest to bulge forward. “Do you think I’m attractive?”

It was not a question he expected from a woman like her. “You’re pretty.”

Her eyebrows shot up in indignation. “What kind of answer is that?!”

Cloudhawk didn’t understand this lady. What did she mean? Did he give the wrong answer somehow? Maybe she didn’t like compliments. She was mostly crazy after all.

“’Pretty’ is the only word you have to describe someone who looks like me?” She spoke to him with an accusatory and demeaning tone. “’A beauty to overthrow mountains’ or ‘as gorgeous as the faeries of legend.’ Maybe ‘a face that would shame the sun’ or even just ‘unparalleled beauty’ would do! That’s how I expect you to answer next time. Otherwise, you can expect me to beat the shit out of you.”

Cloudhawk just scowled.

He’d known more than a few shameless people but no one like her. If he had thought it wouldn’t end in his immediate death, he’d reach out and smack her in her big mouth.

“Alright, now that we have that out of the way, I have another question.” Her displeasure with his first answer was only half-hearted. She went on, “Do you think I’m more attractive than Selene?”

What kind of fucking question was this?! How was he supposed to answer?

Before he could make up his mind, Dawn’s hand went to the hilt of her sword. A dangerous light burned in her eyes. “I advise you to think very carefully about your answer. Otherwise…”

What was the point of asking if she was just going to threaten him? Was she actually mentally unstable?

Physically, Selene and Dawn were about the same. If he was forced to choose one, Cloudhawk still had a preference for Selene. After all, the two had spent a significant amount of time together out in the wastelands. Beyond her outward beauty, Selene also had an inner charm he’d uncovered. Of course, right now Cloudhawk was afraid this she-devil would stab him with her sword if he gave the wrong answer.

“You are, slightly.”

Slightly?! This was not what she wanted to hear!

“And between the two of us, who has more ability?”

“I can’t answer that question. I’ve never seen you fight.”

Dawn realized he was right. When she fought Frost de Winter, Cloudhawk was already unconscious. Anyway, how could anyone judge someone’s skills in such a short skirmish? Regardless, Dawn was certain she was better than Selene Cloude. She was hiding out in the wastelands because she was too scared to answer her challenge!

“Not bad. At least you’re honest!” She peered down her nose at him. “If you make it out of Hell Valley, you can be my manservant. That’ll annoy that snobby harlot to no end. What do you think?”

She knew that Cloudhawk’s relationship with Selene was more than just a passing acquaintance. Stealing him away would be a good way to piss the bitch off.

Cloudhawk was just confused. What sort of grudge was going on between these two women? He could almost hear Dawn grind her teeth any time Selene was mentioned.

He guessed that she must have been insulted by Selene somehow. Winners didn’t bother with the ones they beat. Only losers held on to resentment. Especially arrogant people like her.

“Nah.”

“What was that? Say that again!” Dawn’s good mood soured in an instant. “Do you think that old man back at the house is a softie? Heaven knows what kinds of suicide missions he’d send you on. As my manservant, not only would you have the pleasure of seeing an incomparable beauty every day, you get to live in the lap of luxury like me. It’d be better than pointlessly risking your life every day.”

“I said no. No means no!” Cloudhawk would have none of it. A manservant? Slave would be more like it! Putting aside the fact that she looked down on him like an insect, arrogant people like her were precisely the kind that Cloudhawk couldn’t stand.

Dawn couldn’t believe this insufferable bumpkin would refuse her. “There are very few people in Skycloud City who would dare refuse me. Do you understand the consequences of turning me down?”

Cloudhawk had always been a feisty one, and neither was he the sort to fold easily. With things as they were, he stood steadfast by his opinion. “It doesn’t take any skill to push people around all day. What gives you the right to make anyone serve you?”

Dawn’s mouth nearly fell open.

Just the fact that this lowly wastelander cretin is sharing a carriage with me is a gift from the gods. On top of that, I’m ready to make him my sidekick – people would line up for the chance! And he says no!

I simply can’t believe that I – a lady of House Polaris, the youngest templar in Skycloud history – am not good enough for a redneck like you. Well, just you wait and see!

Their carriage arrived at the governor’s mansion. The sky was already dark when they stepped out.

The mansion was lit up by a host of lights. In the night sky above, one could see the faint outlines of winged seraphs flying to and fro like busy worker bees. These puppets left behind by the gods had no capacity for thought aside from maintaining the city. Any time a building was damaged, they showed up and set to work repairing it.

The fire damage to the governor’s home was extensive. It caused more than a little irritation to its occupants.

However, it wasn’t irreparable. The seraphs worked diligently, and the parts they finished looked good as new. Damage to the items inside was also nothing to be concerned about since Lord Arcturus was a fastidious man. There were backup copies of every important document held off-site, so the impact of losing the originals was minimal.

The mansion’s main gates were open and an inviting red carpet led the way inside. House guards stood on either side like statues. At the entrance, a portly middle-aged man with squinty eyes and a kind smile was waiting to greet the guests as they arrived.

“Welcome, mistress Polaris. Please, come in.”

“Thank you, Uncle Clay.”

The amiable man was manager of the governor’s mansion, Clay Cloude. He was an important man in the mansion who typically preferred to handle things out of the spotlight. He was always seen with a welcoming smile as if his face just wasn’t capable of expressing anger. In truth, even the likes of Skye Polaris feared him a little.

Simply put, it was never safe to scorn a member of the Cloude family. [1]

Dawn gave Cloudhawk brief introductions of the people they passed as she led him into the banquet hall. To him, it felt like a dream. Just yesterday, he was running through the halls setting things on fire. Frost de Winter and Arcturus Cloude had almost killed him. Now, he was waltzing in through the front door. It didn’t matter who you were. That was a hard shift to get one’s head around.

The mansion’s banquet hall was huge. It took a total of one hundred and forty lanterns to illuminate the whole thing. Each of the mystical light sources produced a different image, but the largest was in the center. It released a sea of glimmering sand that roiled overhead like clouds.

People took their seats in accordance to status, perched on beautiful chairs carved from purple heartwood. All manner of delicacies had been arranged on the table, and attendants stood patiently beside each guest. Meanwhile, a group of musicians entertained the crowd as beautiful women danced.

All of it just made Cloudhawk more uncomfortable.

Shit, we’re just here to eat some food. What’s with all this nonsense?

Cloudhawk’s eyes landed on a grey-headed man at the head of the table. Despite his simple attire and a lack of any sort of aura, Cloudhawk knew right away that he was Skycloud’s governor.

Lord Arcturus regarded everything with a perfectly even gaze. His eyes were like the mirror surface of an ancient well. There wasn’t even a hint of anger in them. In fact, he looked as though he was enjoying himself.

Smile never once faltering, the mansion’s overseer led Dawn and Cloudhawk to their seats. They had places arranged on the left side of the banquet table near the front. “Please,” he said, indicating the chairs.

“It seems everyone has arrived.”

If Cloudhawk was half a moron, he’d still recognize how strange this whole situation was. He’d gone from public enemy to a guest in his accuser’s home. Ten other people had been invited to attend, including the one face Cloudhawk was entirely sick of seeing, Frost de Winter. Also present was Old Thistle’s killer, Augustus, who he loathed though they’d never personally met.

There were no ordinary people here. Cloudhawk could feel the pressure bearing down on him from all sides. If Lord Arcturus decided to stop this farce, there wasn’t anything Dawn could do to stop him.

“You don’t need to worry. If I wanted you dead, you’d have stopped breathing already.” Lord Arcturus stood with a smile on his face and a drink in his hand. “Cloudhawk, is that right? I’m surprised at your age. Today, we’ll share this cup and put aside our quarrels.”

Once he stood, everyone else also rose to their feet as well. Frost de Winter never took his cruel eyes off Cloudhawk.

The banquet officially commenced, and they set about eating without any concern, just like any other feast. Cloudhawk couldn’t sense an ounce of threat, not from Lord Arcturus at least.

Is he really gonna leave me alone? Cloudhawk wasn’t inclined to believe it.

It went on for an hour. Although all the food was spectacular, Cloudhawk’s heart wasn’t in it. Suspicious, he hardly ate anything by the time dinner started to wind down.

Lord Arcturus addressed him, “It’s still early. Let’s take a walk in the garden. What do you think? We can discuss this matter between us.”

When she heard the suggestion, Dawn wanted to rise in protest.

Governor Arcturus passed his eyes over her in the briefest of glances, but it was enough to steal the protests from her throat. Cloudhawk, on the other hand, had a litany of questions he wanted answers to. Lord Arcturus was strong enough that he could kill who he wanted without the need for dancing around. Now that the invitation was given, Cloudhawk wasn’t going to disgrace himself by being timid.

“Good.”

The two rose and left the banquet hall together.

1. ‘The petite cloud family had no fuel-efficient lanterns.’ So, according to some guy on the internet, to describe someone as a non-efficient lantern harkens back to the days before electricity. Lanterns that used oil were exclusively owned by families that had enough money to waste oil on lights. In a round-about way, then, describing someone this way denotes him as a person of means and ability. Chinese is f’in weird, yo.
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The governor’s mansion. The gardens.

Lord Arcturus stood across from the young man. He was born in a desolate place, lowly and uneducated, and looked at everything like a dullard. However, facing the man who could kill him – in fact, who had tried to kill him not long before – Cloudhawk stood without pride or pretense, calm and unmoving. He was certainly quite a special child.

“Truth be told, I’m impressed. Your actions yesterday were something to behold.” Lord Arcturus spread his hands, voice even and as elegant as ever. There was no fluctuation in the way he spoke. “I know the kind of woman Selene is. Her pride runs to the bone, deeper than even Frost de Winter’s. She also has a good eye for talent. Those she trusts must be special in some way.”

“So you decide to kill me to keep me quiet,” Cloudhawk tepidly replied.

“That’s right. Killing someone like you is, without question, the correct decision.” He said it without an ounce of anger, just matter-of-factly. “This matter with Selene has far-reaching implications. I made this choice in order to maintain peace and stability in Skycloud City. A normal citizen could never understand the weight of responsibility that lies on a governor’s shoulders. We must have a view of the whole landscape. Decisions are made based on the big picture – even if they are sometimes contrary to our own desires. Is this not so?”

Cloudhawk frowned. “Big picture? What big picture?”

“You still don’t understand? Selene raced off to the wastelands to hunt her demon. She went alone without aid or backup. Does this not seem odd?”

In truth, it was a question that Cloudhawk had puzzled over before.

Selene Cloude’s family was powerful and command of a great many demon hunters. Surely they could have spared a few? Why did they simply sit by calmly as she went out on a suicide mission? Against someone like the Caliph of the Sands, ten or twenty more demon hunters wouldn’t have been overkill.

Admittedly, he was curious. “Why?”

“It’s a long story, one that involves the reputation of our family and one we are not eager to disclose. However, things being as they are, I might as well share it with you.” When he began his tale, for the first time, this inscrutable man’s eyes revealed a hint of disquiet. “My younger brother, Baldur, was always an exceptionally talented man. He held the post of Knight-Commander of the Order of Demon Hunters and led the entire force. Here in Skycloud, he was a giant among men with brilliant prospects that stretched far into the future. Then, he had a daughter whose talent was just as vast. Only later… he was led astray.”

Cloudhawk didn’t understand. Baldur Cloude was a renowned master demon hunter. What could he have done?

“You heard correctly. Baldur was privately in contact with demonkin. More than once, he was implicated in plots to have the citizens of our city killed. The Temple had concrete evidence of this, but when they tried to bring him in for a trial, Baldur caught wind. He fled, another indication that he’d thrown his lot in with demons.”

Cloudhawk was surprised by the revelation. A demon hunter caught colluding with demons and fleeing when he was discovered? If this were true, the news would have spread all over Skycloud.

“What happened afterwards to my brother remains a mystery. Perhaps he knew too much and the demons saw him as a threat. Or maybe there was some other dispute with his new masters. All we know is that in the end, he fought them and lost. This is how this all began.”

Laughable, Cloudhawk thought. Lord Arcturus story was too clumsy. Was he trying to paint Selene’s father as a traitor now?

The governor continued, “Baldur was my brother and the pride of our family. More than that, he was a celebrated master demon hunter. If word of his betrayal got out, the consequences would be ruinous. So, in order to preserve order, we doctored a story that he was lured into a trap and murdered.”

Cloudhawk found it all rather hard to believe.

Lord Arcturus saw it in his face. “Think back to the time you spent with Selene. Recall the details.”

The wastelander knit his brows. He remembered that every time her father was mentioned, there was a thirst for vengeance but also shame. If a demon hunter really did die hunting his prey, there was no cause for humiliation. It would be their highest honor. Why, then, was she so torn up with grief? Why would she violate the laws of Skycloud and her order and give up her bright future to seek vengeance?

At the time, Cloudhawk didn’t care. It was none of his business. But, thinking back on it now, this had to be the reason.

This sort of thing created chaos. The normal folk could be shielded from it, but Selene had to have known. Yet, she didn’t believe it, nor could she bear the disgrace. That was why she decided to leave for the wastelands. She did it to learn the truth and put down her father’s killer. Once she knew the truth, she’d reveal it to the whole domain.

The problem was this evidence they had tying Baldur to the demons. It left no room for doubt, and there was no way for her to clear her father’s name. She couldn’t be allowed to come back with anything that contradicted it, or it would only make matters worse!

The government of Skycloud kept the news of Selene’s trip from the public. As far as they knew, she’d been locked away in training or had been sent away somewhere on a mission.

Cloudhawk’s return was exactly the sort of news they didn’t want. What he knew was precisely what they feared. Killing him to keep that information from getting out was the only option! It made sense, but something still didn’t feel right.

“I can see that you’re smart and talented. What you lack are training and guidance.” Lord Arcturus spoke earnestly, “Would you be amenable to working for me as one of my assistants? I can offer you whatever Skye Polaris has offered and more. I swear to help you cultivate your potential and have you become one of Skycloud’s most celebrated demon hunters.”

The offer struck Cloudhawk deeply. How could it not? 

This calm and intelligent man was widely accepted as the greatest demon hunter in all the holy lands. He was solely responsible for molding Frost de Winter into the powerhouse he was at such a young age. Cloudhawk was human. He yearned for power and capability the same as anyone else.

But, faces then flashed in his mind. Squall. Selene Cloude. Old Thistle and the others.

This man who gave off such a sense of geniality and trustworthiness… could he really be believed?

As a child of the wastelands, Cloudhawk had never experienced intrigue like this. But, he knew human nature and how ugly and pessimistic they could be. He’d seen enough of that for it to leave an impression.

Appearances. He wouldn’t fall for it this time. [1]

The terrible things that happened to Squall were not done by Lord Arcturus, but he was still responsible. Killing innocent, devout people without blinking – Cloudhawk couldn’t do that.

“I’m tired of this whole mess. All I want is to be a normal guy, living a normal life. I appreciate the governor’s kindness, but I have an agreement with General Polaris. I’ll work for a little while and buy my freedom.”

Lord Arcturus nodded, but he sighed and the edges of his eyes crinkled slightly. “It is never a good thing for youth to seek leisure. For some, destiny demands a difficult road. You can avoid it for a time, but you cannot run from fate. However, I respect your decision but know that the offer remains if one day you should change your mind. My door will always be open to you.”

Cloudhawk’s countenance visibly changed. His words were moving.

Governor Arcturus was a man above all others, respected and revered by the people. He was protector of the city. This man - rich in power and prestige, of title and right – treated Cloudhawk patiently and with an open mind. The young wastelander was struck by it.

However, he knew the governor’s manipulative prowess, and thus, Cloudhawk rightfully feared him. This fear was different from any other he had ever felt. The difference between them wasn’t just in physical ability. The difference there could be seen at a glance. The gulf of intelligence between them was vague and unknown, but Cloudhawk felt like he was staring out into an unfathomably vast ocean as he stood across from this man. On the surface was tranquility, but who knew how deadly the currents beneath really were? Or what dangers hid in the water?

If Cloudhawk agreed to Arcturus’s offer, who knew how long it would be before he was totally brainwashed? He figured it would be only a short time before he was completely loyal to the man.

Something seemed to occur to Lord Arcturus then. “As for the matter with Selene, I’ve been very forthcoming. I hope I can trust you to remain discrete. After all, this is all done to protect the security of our city’s people. Sometimes, sacrifices are necessary, but in return, the majority gets to live in peace and prosperity. It’s as crucial as it is unavoidable.”

Cloudhawk was certainly not interested in causing any more problems for himself. “I won’t tell a soul.”

Dawn tracked Cloudhawk down and gathered him up to go. She asked for information as they walked back out towards the carriage. “What did that old fox say to you?”

Cloudhawk only shared Arcturus’s offer to come work for the governor’s mansion. Her lily-white face darkened into a scowl. “That’s one no-good snake! Don’t forget that you owe the Polaris family for what you stole. You’re not going anywhere till you pay off your debt!”

Lord Arcturus stood alone among the finely cultivated plants of his garden.

The soft sounds of footsteps approached. Frost de Winter stopped by his master’s side and asked him humbly, “Master, your student has a question.”

“You want to know why I’m letting him go and why I tried to bring him into the fold.”

“Yes.”

“Even if he is under Skye Polaris’s protection, I have ways to deal with Cloudhawk, but he’s not worth antagonizing the general’s family over. As for my offer? Remember that sometimes, the most effective way to deal with an entrenched enemy is to make him your friend.”

Frost did not like the answer. Friend? How was such a base and unworthy person even to be considered?

Lord Arcturus sensed the dissatisfaction in his disciple’s posture. “I’ve told you many times not to look down on anyone or to underestimate their potential. Cloudhawk has as much aptitude as anyone else in this city. He just had the misfortune of being born where no one would teach him. From today forward, you are forbidden from seeking him out to cause trouble.”

Frost de Winter’s brows furrowed tight. His response was quiet. “I obey.”

1. omg thank you


40 / Strange Little Bird


Cloudhawk looked into exactly what Hell Valley was about. Put simply, it was a secret training location.

Reputedly, it was a dangerous place where the best families and organizations sent their brightest young members every year. Some were family heirs with great potential. Others were particularly talented members of an organization’s lower ranks.

There was only one thing that was certain.

Everyone who was sent to Hell Valley was more than just capable. They were ready to die. The rate of deaths during the cultivation process was staggeringly high, but anyone who survived emerged as a finely honed tool for whoever sent them.

The hope that Cloudhawk would survive to become a powerful soldier was the reason Skye Polaris saved him. A decision like that for a man like Skye Polaris wasn’t made off the cuff. Advantages and disadvantages were weighed, and in the end, he chose to make the investment.

Cloudhawk figured the training camp would be dangerous, but the degree took him by surprise. Skye Polaris wasn’t doing Cloudhawk any favors, for if he died out there, it wouldn’t make any difference. If he lived, the General was sure to find some way to keep Cloudhawk under his thumb.

But, he had no choice.

Cloudhawk wasn’t about to change sides and join Arcturus Cloude. If he tried to run from the Polaris family, he would be burning bridges with no way to make amends – no one in Skycloud would take him in. Skye Polaris was the leader of all the armed forces, so Cloudhawk had no reason to suspect there wasn’t any method the commander wouldn’t use to get what he wanted.

As for this poison they injected him with? Cloudhawk wasn’t too worried. Over the last couple of days, he felt the trespasser virus activate inside his body.

Whatever this stuff was, he felt confident that it could halt the poison’s spread. He didn’t know whether it could neutralize the toxin entirely, but at least Skye Polaris wasn’t going to be able to use this trickery to control Cloudhawk so easily.

Escape wasn’t going to happen anyway. Where would he go?

At first, he was driven by the goal of escaping from the wastelands. He’d been desperate to go somewhere that had no murder or cruelty, only to discover that his assumptions regarding the Elysian lands were a pipe dream. [1] Wherever there were people, the environment was the same. The only way he was going to escape it was to live a life of seclusion. Otherwise, it was bound to follow him like a curse. There was no way to escape.

The realization filled him with depression, and he sat sleeplessly up in his bed.

For some reason, an item in his pocket caught his focus and he reached in. When he pulled his hand out, the golden egg from his last otherworld adventure was nestled inside.

He’d almost forgotten about it. Cloudhawk remembered when he found the egg in that strange land. Carrying it all this time, it was easy to overlook – it was small and inert, but somehow, he knew that it had a connection to relics.

Cloudhawk believed that demon hunter relics had to have been created by some mysterious method that he knew nothing about. It was something maybe only gods and demons really understood, destined to forever remain a mystery to humans. Each relic he’d encountered had a special cadence and sound which Cloudhawk could use to determine where they were and how they were different.

There were all sorts. It didn’t seem like relics had any shape requirements.

Cloudhawk could feel a similar resonance coming from the egg, so he figured it had to be some sort of relic. Only, it was very different from any other relic he’d encountered. He’d been carrying it around for two months already and still had no idea what it did.

Maybe, he thought, it was time to give it a try.

Cloudhawk settled cross-legged on the floor and cradled the egg in his palms. He focused his psychic energy to hum in tune with it, but no matter what he tried, the egg drank up his energy like a sponge. It swallowed everything Cloudhawk directed at it but offered no response. He was getting no feedback at all.

Still the same? He’d tried before over the last two months with similar results.

Each time, his efforts were met with silence. The egg just drank his psychic energy and kept it trapped inside. This fist-sized egg acted like a bottomless vessel.

Cloudhawk was skeptical. Sure, it didn’t respond to his attempts to use it, but he tried nonetheless. For several minutes, he persisted, pouring all of his focus into it until he had to stop. He slumped, dizzy from the effort, having reached his limit. The egg still did nothing.

What the hell was the point of this egg?

Cloudhawk was so frustrated that he wanted to chuck it at the wall.

Just then, he felt the stone hanging from his neck awaken. A surge of energy spread out from within like a sea of clouds, ten times stronger than anything Cloudhawk could produce. Cloudhawk sat in stunned silence. He knew there was more to the stone than he realized and that it only revealed this power under certain circumstances. He wasn’t sure what had awakened it this time.

The strange script etched all over the egg began to glow.

It was finally reacting!

Now, Cloudhawk understood that the problem wasn’t with the egg. It was his psychic energy that had been too weak. He didn’t have enough to reach the needed threshold, but after several attempts and with the stone’s help, that appeared to have changed. At last, it was working!

Cloudhawk could feel the psychic energy from within the stone gushing out like a raging river. At the same time, the tumultuous sea of energy began to evaporate. As the egg was bathed in this power, the etchings glowed brighter. It became hot to the touch until at last, Cloudhawk was forced to drop it.

The dark bronze-colored eggshell became a brilliant gold and then shimmering white. In the end, it radiated illumination like a light bulb. This didn’t continue for long, maybe three or four minutes. Then, the crisp sound of cracking arose, and fissures appeared in the egg’s surface, spreading quickly.

Cloudhawk had even tried breaking the egg open once.

He’d shot at it and hacked at it with an ax, but nothing left a mark. Seeing the cracks on it now shocked him, but he quickly found his surprise had only just started. Something inside started to move. Something in there was alive.

Cloudhawk rubbed his eyes and stared like he was staring at an apparition.

It was a creature, the likes of which was something he’d never seen before. It was about one-third the size of his palm and was naked from head to toe. From the moment it hatched from the egg, Cloudhawk felt a resonance he’d never experienced before. Different from all the other relics he’d encountered, this creature had a rich emotional air. It filled Cloudhawk with a sense of affection.

The first thing this bald, ugly, and tiny little thing did after it was born was to begin pecking at the eggshells scattered over the floor. The pieces were harder than iron and still glowed with a faint light like they’d come fresh out of a furnace. The heat had made them brittle, so each time the strange little bird pecked at a piece, the eggshell broke apart and it gobbled it down.

The bird was slow and meticulous as it ate every single piece of the shell. Five minutes later, there was nothing left.

All the while, Cloudhawk sat silently by, watching. Surprised, he stared as glimmering golden feathers sprouted all over its body as it ate. Immediately, the ugly thing became clothed in gorgeous plumage. It was a pretty little mystery bird.

It tried its wings for a moment before eventually taking off into the air. Its maiden voyage was clumsy, but it flitted before Cloudhawk’s face, leaving streaks of golden light. Then, there was a loud bang as if a bullet had been fired from a gun. When he turned to look, Cloudhawk saw that the bird had crashed into a column.

The thing was fast!

He looked closer and saw that a chunk had been taken out of the pillar, and the goofy little bird’s head was lodged in the hole. Its little legs churned and struggled as it tried to get free. It eventually managed to yank its head out after considerable effort. From that point on, it flew with more caution, taking a few circuits around the room and getting the hang of its new wings.

It settled on his shoulder. The bird bobbed its head, looking at Cloudhawk first with one eye and then the other.

He was taken aback because he’d seen what happened if that bird didn’t stick its landing. It hit the column like a bullet. Imagine what it would do to his shoulder. If it could punch most of the way through stone and come out alright, the bird’s body had to be like steel. This little guy had the potential to cause some damage.

Once again, that strange flood of energy emerged, and Cloudhawk knew that bird bore no hostility towards him. In fact, the bird seemed to depend on him, like a puppy would its master.

Something caused Cloudhawk to subconsciously feel at ease. As he looked down at the small bird on his shoulder, the light from it dimmed, and Cloudhawk could get a better look at it.

It was a tiny thing, which was to be expected since it’d just been born, about one-third the size of a fist. It was a very strange little thing, unlike any other bird Cloudhawk had ever seen.

First, it had mammalian eyes that were bright and filled with intelligence. Its skull was perfectly round, sort of like an owl’s head but with a wide duck-like beak. It was a little on the puffy side, but its wings were short which made it a mystery how it was even able to fly. With its wings folded back, it looked like a little dust bunny on stilts. It was really rather cute.

It was a bird that had actually hatched from a relic! It must consider Cloudhawk its master because he’d been filtering his psychic energy through it.

Cloudhawk didn’t know anything about this little creature, but that didn’t stop him from speculating. The relics he’d seen so far didn’t have a standard shape: books, swords, stones, jewelry, cloth – why not an animal?

Cloudhawk thought that maybe this bird was a special sort of relic, like the difference between a knife and a trained beast. A guy with a sword could kill. So could an animal. Knives were tools of war, and creatures could be trained to fight too, except for the fact that they were living weapons. This little bird had come from a relic egg, so it had to be some sort of special relic itself. Only, one that was alive and intelligent.

1. Apparently, the origin of this phrase is fanciful dreams that would happen to people who smoke opium pipes. The more you know…


41 / What is Heard and Seen


The strange little bird, still in its infancy, was clearly still trying to get a handle on this thing called life. It flew around on unstable wings and would still sometimes smack into walls. Its round and clumsy body made the cute little thing look rather stupid, but after about an hour, it learned how to get around.

Interestingly, Cloudhawk and the bird shared some sort of spiritual link.

It was difficult to describe. It was like sound but also wasn’t something you could hear. It was communication on a higher level, where they didn’t need to speak to be understood. They didn’t even need to see each other. Cloudhawk could feel the joy and simple consciousness of the bird as clearly as though it was his own. It felt wonderful.

Cloudhawk wondered if it worked the other way around. He tried a command: return.

The little bird immediately rolled its pudgy body around and flew back to his palm. It stared at him with those strange eyes set in a cute owl-like face and blinked curiously. The wide duck bill that spread across its face just made the bird all the more endearingly goofy-looking.

Yet, despite how it looked, the bird was not stupid. Cloudhawk felt its distinct emotions and critical thoughts through their connection. Besides, it was only minutes old, but it already responded to Cloudhawk’s commands.

He reached out with his free hand and patted the tiny bird’s head. It was warm, soft, and pleasant to touch. The bird liked it too, enjoying the attention. Cloudhawk already felt himself taking a liking to the little thing even if he didn’t know what to do with it.

At least, with it around, he wouldn’t feel so lonely.

When his thoughts turned to this, his face fell. The world was a big place, vast and full of people, and the only company he had was this little bird. It was like a joke.

His new companion seemed to sense Cloudhawk’s dour mood. It beat its tiny wings, lifted off his hand, and flew a few circuits over his head before landing on his shoulder. With its soft feathery head, it nuzzled Cloudhawk’s neck, perhaps trying to comfort him.

It was certainly a novel experience. He felt happy and grateful for the affection.

The bird’s empathic abilities were not what Cloudhawk expected, but they were obvious. It’d hatched from that strange egg after absorbing a demon hunter’s psychic will, so it certainly wasn’t going to be a normal critter.

Suddenly, it took off again and began to dart about, chirping to try and express something. Cloudhawk hesitated for he understood what it wanted. Power.

It wanted “power”, but what did that mean? A thought suddenly crossed his mind.

Cloudhawk reached out with his psychic energies as though he was trying to call on a relic, and the bird answered. It absorbed the power Cloudhawk conveyed and what followed took him by surprise. The bird reacted.

A whole world of new sights and sounds sprang up in Cloudhawk’s mind.

These weren’t his experiences. These were what the bird was seeing and hearing. Somehow, it was able to connect with his mind and insert auditory and visual signals directly into his brain. It was like having a separate pair of eyes and ears. It was a strange experience he’d never felt before, something he couldn’t put into words.

Just like he’d figured, the little bird was exactly like a special relic!

Like any other relic, of which there were all sorts, it couldn’t produce power from nothing. Only once a demon hunter lent it his psychic energy would it awaken and produce a resonance. The bird’s own special powers were also only available once Cloudhawk fed it his power. With his help, the bird was able to use its extraordinary abilities.

Incredible! Really amazing!

It was a novel and enlightening experience, having access to two consciousnesses at once. However, after a few minutes, he began to feel dizzy and nauseous. The human mind was only able to handle so much input, and the flood of information he was getting made it hard to keep it all straight.

Cloudhawk sat on the floor, shut his eyes, and covered his ears.

He tried to shut out as much as he could so that all that was left came from the bird. He started to feel better. Then, he realized that the bird experienced the world differently from how he did.

The bird’s vision was brighter, clearer. It could pick out details even in the darkest corner of the room, and it was even more sensitive to shifts in color. There were shades Cloudhawk never knew existed that the bird saw all around that made everything look so vibrant.

Its hearing was just as sharp. Cloudhawk could hear a lot of things that were normally too soft for him to detect. Obviously, the bird’s hearing was much more sensitive.

The intensity of it was staggering.

The bird could pick out every crack in the wall and gust of wind down the alleyways outside. Even if you somehow empowered a man’s senses, he wouldn’t experience the world like this.

It filled him with excitement.

They were more than just empathically linked. His new friend made an excellent scout. The tiny thing could get to places he couldn’t and share whatever it saw and heard. The implications were obvious. This relic was going to come in very handy.

The bird continued to fly around, and Cloudhawk saw himself from all angles. It was weird to see himself like that, like how someone else would see him.

He wasn’t satisfied with just the room anymore. He wanted to know just how strong this bird’s abilities were.

It soared out of the window and into the night, and just as Cloudhawk suspected, the bird’s senses were exceptional. Even in the darkness, every detail was visible, and everything stood out in stark colors to make it easily identifiable.

It wasn’t long until Cloudhawk found how far their connection stretched. Around a hundred meters away, the things Cloudhawk saw became very unclear – likely the limit of his current strength. Obviously, the bird couldn’t get too far away if Cloudhawk wanted to use its powers.

Alright, that was enough testing.

Cloudhawk was almost ready to call the bird back when he heard voices from Dawn’s room. She was talking to someone.

“So irritating! That old fogey Skye has no ambition! It’s just a broken dagger, and he won’t allow me to keep it. Outrageous!”

“Miss, you shouldn’t blame the general. The dagger you saw was dug up from the ruins of the old world. It’s contraband! These sorts of thing are evil, and the sanctuary has forbidden anyone from carrying them. What’s more, you’re a templar!”

“Bah! The Sanctuary… what good is it being part of the Sanctuary anyway? I only joined to pressure that skank Selene and turn the public towards me. You think I had any interest in becoming a templar?”

“Hush! Keep it down. You shouldn’t let anyone hear you say that!”

“I want that damn dagger!”

The Polaris family’s pride and joy was throwing a temper tantrum. Cloudhawk found it quite amusing. He had the little bird fly over for a closer look, and when it arrived, the scene it revealed made Cloudhawk freeze.

In the large room, two young girls of fourteen or fifteen years of age were kneading Dawn’s shoulders.

The beautiful templar sat in a bath filled with steaming water without a stitch of clothing to cover her. Her arms were thrown over the sides of the tub to keep her up while she enjoyed the massage. Most of her body was beneath the glass-like waters while what remained above was slick from moisture and was as smooth as silk. Her long platinum hair was loose and clung to the front of her body, concealing her firm breasts. [1] From time to time, the water would shove strands of hair away to reveal a peek of what lay beneath.

The young woman of noble blood appeared less brutal now, more like a little girl who didn’t get any candy. She hunkered in the tub with a petulant expression. Her long legs like ivory chopsticks swirled the water, and her feet kicked little splashes at the edge. Ripples pushed the rose petals that sat on the water’s surface around like boats caught in rough water, blocking the private view below.

Her maidservants patiently rubbed her shoulders while trying to ease her fiery temper.

Even in his wildest dreams, Cloudhawk wouldn’t have imagined a scene like this.

Dawn was no normal woman, however. As though sensing something, her eyes snapped right towards him. Cloudhawk froze, feeling for an instant like he was there in the room staring at her face-to-face. 

“What a pretty little bird! Grab it, quick!”

The covetous young woman stared at the bird excitedly as her alluring body rose from the water. Little did she know that this act was more revealing than she thought. However, Cloudhawk had no time to admire the view. Dawn was a keen one, and if she got her hands on the bird, it would end poorly.

The bird tried to flee.

Dawn’s face immediately froze nervously as her prize made to escape. She snatched up a fruit pit discarded on a nearby plate, lifted her snow-white arm, and threw it hard. It struck the bird in midair, and it tumbled to the ground with a pained squeak.

“What are you two idiots staring at?” Dawn had covered herself with a towel. “Go get it and bring it here!”

Cloudhawk was stunned. The sounds and images stopped. Had this crazy woman knocked it out?

Her strength was incredible. She threw a fruit pit as fast as a bullet, but Cloudhawk also knew the bird was stronger than it looked. The blow couldn’t have killed it.

As Cloudhawk was preparing to run out and look for his companion, a streak of golden light dashed through the window.

“You’re alright!”

Cloudhawk could feel that the tiny bird was in pain. He cupped it in his hands and saw that the bird’s left wing had been injured. The poor thing pressed its beak into the wing, but it didn’t look like it was anything serious.

Cloudhawk sighed in relief. It wasn’t because the bird was seriously hurt that he lost the connection.

If the bird was like a relic, then its powers should presumably work like a relic’s powers. Cloudhawk had enough experience with them to know that how much energy was poured in was what determined the strength they produced. A few minutes of scouting used up quite a lot of his psychic energy.

So, the limits were three to four minutes within a hundred meter radius.

It was a strict limitation, but Cloudhawk figured it was just for the time being. The stronger he got, the farther his friend could go and the longer their link could persist.

As he looked over the bird and helped soothe its wing, a problem occurred to Cloudhawk. Dawn was definitely going to keep an eye out for this little thing. If he didn’t find a way to keep it hidden, she was going to find and take it. He looked around for somewhere to stash it when suddenly, he heard Dawn outside.

Bang!

His door flew open.

1. ‘Double mountains’ in Chinese. Hah!


42 / In Deep


The Polaris family’s young mistress burst through the door without so much as a knock. Her long eye-catching legs brought her inside wearing nothing but a loose-fitting night robe with nothing beneath. Her platinum hair was still wet as it hung loosely around her shoulder. She stood imperiously over him like she was nailed to the ground.

Cloudhawk was still a young man but did not lack experience, so his feelings towards women weren’t as vague as they used to be. This was especially true after what he’d seen moments ago while she was bathing. With Dawn standing like this in front of him now, Cloudhawk’s heart couldn’t help but beat faster.

Her eyes immediately darted towards his hands where he hadn’t had time to hide the little bird away. She was pleasantly surprised. “I saw that bird first. Give it here!”

“I raised it! I’m not about to just give it away.”

Dawn’s eyebrows slowly lifted. Was she just supposed to believe him? She didn’t see his name written on it anywhere!

Cloudhawk answered her with a sad and bitter expression, “Anyway, it’s hurt. What kind of asshole would do that?”

Dawn froze. She had thrown that pit rather hard.

The little bird curled up in Cloudhawk’s palm and didn’t move, looking like it was on death’s door. Its pitiful appearance made her frown in concern. She’d never seen a bird like this before, so she’d gotten excited. She hadn’t meant to kill it.

Cloudhawk was well aware of what sort of bully this she-devil Dawn was. Here in the Elysian lands, the truly religious were gentle and forgiving. The militaristic Polaris family, however, was violent by nature, Dawn especially. She was rich both in ability and background, which resulted in her pushing others around because there were no consequences. This was especially true for Cloudhawk, a low-class wastelander.

This kind of person could not be dealt with using force. Nothing good would come from that.

However, Cloudhawk was willing to protect his new companion from her no matter what. He understood its powers already and knew they would make a great team. Being able to scout through the bird’s eyes would keep him out of all kinds of danger.

“It looks like it’s been seriously hurt. What happened? This is an adorable little thing. Who would be so heartless?” Suddenly, she was all full of tenderness and concern as she reached out. “Let me see.”

Cloudhawk pulled away and fixed her with a suspicious look. “You really don’t know who hurt it?”

“You don’t think it was me, do you? Where’s your proof?!” She was a bold one – a supposed believer in the gods and one of the sanctuary’s holy warriors, but she was capable of lying to his face without batting an eye. “I love small animals. How could I hurt one? Look at it. The poor thing is in terrible shape. You should give him to me and stop wasting time.”

Cloudhawk was stunned at how full of shit an Elysian could be. She was probably planning to stuff the bird and keep it as a trophy once it died.

Dawn’s compulsion for hoarding was well known throughout the city. Weapons, armor, jewels, plants, animals – so long as it was novel or expensive, she wanted it for her collection. The addiction had earned her a number of enemies too since she wasn’t above stealing the object of her desire. When combined with her domineering nature, it was no wonder that she wasn’t very popular.

“No!”

“What did you say?” Dawn’s face slowly coiled together in fury. Her greed for the bird had already gripped her. She was determined to take it from him. “It’s just a bird. Don’t forget that you owe me. Either you pay me with it or I kick your ass ‘till our score is settled, every day until you leave for Hell Valley!”

It was a harsh threat.

A bag of jewels was a drop in the bucket to Dawn and her family, but she was incensed and would not go easy on him. The peculiar, cuddly little bird had caught her fancy. Trading it to forgive his debt seemed like a kindness to her.

When he refused her, Dawn’s first instinct was to raise her fist in a blatant show of force. “You better think about the consequences!”

Fucking hell, this woman is impossible!

Of course, Cloudhawk wasn’t without fault. He’d stolen from them, after all. Skye Polaris wanted him to pay back the affront with his life. His daughter just wanted a bird.

Cloudhawk knew she was not a patient woman. If he kept it up, she was just going to take the bird from him. He certainly wasn’t going to be able to fight her off, and besides, this was her home. All she had to do was raise her voice and he would be minced meat. What could he do?

“It doesn’t matter what you say,” Cloudhawk replied matter-of-factly. “I can’t give the bird to you.”

Dawn was not known for her patience, and this conversation had already gone on too long. She was warring with her temper, both hands clenched into fists, and the threat of her brutality was almost palpable in the air. “You don’t think I can take it from you? You sure think highly of yourself!”

Cloudhawk saw her getting ready to lunge at him, but he didn’t want to suffer. He tried to persuade her. “I can pay you back in another way. For example, I can help you get that dagger you want.”

She slowly let her hammer-like fists fall to her sides. Anger was replaced with curiosity. “How did you know about the dagger?”

“That’s not important. What’s important is that I can get it, and I can bring it to you.” He wasn’t afraid of her, no matter how fierce she was. He spoke to her without deference or irritation. “I can’t fight you off, and you could beat me to a pulp, but you’ll never force me to do something I don’t want to do. I’m a wastelander. You know that. I’ve lived through all sorts of shit.”

What he was really saying was that he didn’t fear a beating. You could ruin my body, but you’re never gonna break my will.

Dawn wavered, for at that moment, she saw this young man’s value. While he was just an average fighter, he was also one hell of a thief, a thief who could break into the general’s mansion and set fire to the governor’s compound. Outside of the Sanctuary, there was no place in Skycloud that could keep him out.

Frankly, Cloudhawk could hardly beat a fart in a straight fight. He’d only managed to deal with a few novice demon hunters. Anyone from the Order worth his salt would be able to put him down easily, she figured. But, he was the best damn sneak in town, and even a high-class demon hunter wouldn’t be able to pick him out.

Dawn suddenly saw how Cloudhawk could be useful. Damn, she’d almost lost sight of what made this guy special!

But, wouldn’t she be losing face by letting him have his way? The likes of Frost de Winter, Selene, and even most senior Skycloud officials hardly caught her eye. There were even fewer who could get the better of her. Was this wastelander actually one of them?

Her face was uncertain for a time, and then eventually, her fists relaxed. She rearranged her clothes, and when she spoke again, it was with a deathly seriousness. “Fine. You’re such a weakling that whooping you won’t give me any sense of accomplishment. It’s just a bird. It isn’t worth anything.”

She said it as rudely as she could manage, but Cloudhawk didn’t care.

Dawn hesitated for a moment before asking, “Could you really help me get that dagger?”

The corners of his lips curled into a grin. Strength didn’t mean shit; offer her the slightest benefit, and she was ready to bargain. “All you need to do is tell me where it is. I’ll go tonight and have it in your hands before morning.”

His confidence thrilled her, but she still hesitated. “Even just possessing contraband is asking for trouble. Stealing one…”

Cloudhawk shrugged. “If you don’t say anything, then I won’t. Who’ll know where it went besides you and me?”

“This… let me think.”

Truth be told, she was thrilled. She knew Cloudhawk’s worth. With a master thief like him by her side, she could have anything she wanted. There were countless things scattered throughout the city that she was desperate to get her hands on, and he was the key to satisfying that greed.

The problem was that all this was illegal.

For her, this was treason. After all, she was an Elysian, a high-grade demon hunter and a warrior of the Sanctuary. With so much on her shoulders, this was a serious decision for her to make.

Cloudhawk was quietly scheming as well.

Dawn was a respected and influential person in Skycloud. She wasn’t the strongest, but she was at least among the strongest fighters in the city. More than that, she came from a background tightly involved in the military. If he could make her think he was helpful and kept her close, Cloudhawk was sure he could use their relationship to his advantage.

Really though, he was just tired of her shit. If he wanted to gain the upper hand and get her to shut her goddamn mouth, the best way to do it was to keep her distracted.

“What, you don’t have the guts?”

She saw the taunting light in this wastelander bastard’s eyes, and it made her furious. Dawn had never been one to follow the rules. However, she couldn’t get what she wanted by herself. Otherwise, she would have already done it. If this guy was so eager to help, then let him try, she thought.

“Alright, bring back the dagger and consider your debt paid.”

“It’s a deal.”

Dawn told him where the dagger was being kept. After gathering his things, Cloudhawk went after it. Contraband was kept in a place they called the vault. Items were gathered up there until it reached capacity. Then, the contents were destroyed. Aside from being heavily guarded and fortified, the only people who got into the vault came bearing signed documents from either the governor or the Sanctuary.

Dawn wasn’t sure Cloudhawk was actually capable of pulling this off. 

He was back in thirty minutes.

Clang!

He threw a simple silver dagger at her feet.

She stared at it with eyes so wide that they threatened to roll out of her head. She snatched it up as though it were a precious treasure, and there was even a rosy hue that sprang up on her snow-white cheeks. It wasn’t clear whether it was because she was nervous or excited. “This is the ancient relic they dug up? Why does it look so simple?”

“Give it here.”

He grabbed it out of her hands and fished a few coins out of his pocket. He chucked the three coins into the air and whipped the dagger around. Six distinct clinks hit the ground – all three coins had been shorn clean in half.

Dawn stared in disbelief. “Is it really that sharp?”

“I’ve seen a relic like this once before. I think it’s called a high-frequency particle blade. It’s a rare and ancient weapon.” He handed it back to her. “You’re lucky.”

She was beaming with pleasure. “This is quite the treasure!”

As she fawned over it, Cloudhawk felt relief.

Dawn looked about nineteen, a few years older than him, but she was nowhere near as mature. She was obstinate and unruly – in short, a child.

What was complicated about dealing with a girl whose life was so easy? She was simple to deal with: give her a toy and she’s happy.

Cloudhawk was pleased with how he handled her. If he’d tried this on the pious and stubborn Selene or someone arrogant and self-centered like Frost de Winter, it wouldn’t have worked. He probably wouldn’t have found a way to keep them happy.

He saw this as the beginning.

Man’s desire had no limits; no one was satisfied with one, or two, or even three. Once Dawn saw what Cloudhawk was capable of and knew that she could request his skills at any time, she would be less likely to insult and abuse him.

She had tasted the sweetness of Cloudhawk’s sins, but what she didn’t realize was she’d just bought into his ploy. The more illicit goods she yearned for, the deeper in she would be until there was no way out.


43 / Food For Oddball


Cloudhawk was a godless heathen from the wastelands, lacking both morality and respect for laws. He lived by his own code – don’t kill if you don’t have to and don’t take someone else’s food. In his eyes, he didn’t live an evil life, and taking a dagger that was slated for destruction was no big deal. It was certainly nothing to feel guilty about.

Not so for Dawn.

Regardless of the fact that she was a bit of a rebel, she’d still grown up under the rigorous demands of religion. Sure, she’d bullied people now and again, but she never did anything that crossed the line into egregious sin. At worst, she’d gotten disapproving looks, but because of her family background, there was nothing anyone could do.

This was different. This was taboo.

She liked the dagger. That was undeniable, but it was a relic of the ancient past dug up from the ruins. Collecting things like this was expressly forbidden, and if word got out, it would cause a scandal for her family. For this reason, even holding it made her nervous, but once she took a couple of swipes, she was convinced.

It was the first time something like this was added to her collection. The excitement was delicious.

Thus, she followed Cloudhawk’s example and cut a few coins in half to test it for herself. The more she saw what the dagger could do, the happier she became. “This thing definitely isn’t a relic. How can I cut metal as if it were mud?”

The currencies in the Elysian lands were technically called gold, silver, and copper. Although they resembled those materials in texture and color, they were, in fact, made from a special material given to them by the gods. No typical artisan could work with it, and the coins were exceptionally resilient. Typical steel weapons – even if honed to a fine edge – couldn’t mar the surface.

“Look at the blade.” Cloudhawk pointed out the almost imperceptible black line along the edge. “I don’t understand it well myself. I’ve only seen one other like it in the wastelands. The secret is that black line. They say it’s only a few atoms thick that vibrate very quickly. When it comes in contact with normal materials, it slices right through them. That’s how it does it.”

With nothing beneath her thin robes, the curves of Dawn’s breasts could be glimpsed from time to time. She wasn’t a particularly voluptuous woman, but she wasn’t thin either. Her body was covered in finely toned muscles, and though her breasts weren’t large, they were well proportioned for her figure.

They were close enough that Dawn could feel Cloudhawk’s heat. They were very different, but she didn’t find him detestable much to her curiosity. This young man was a filthy wastelander heathen. Just coming near her was reason enough to break several of his bones!

The young guy had a peculiar, innate temperament.

Cloudhawk didn’t respect her because of her background, nor did he fear her because of her strength or attitude. It seemed that in Cloudhawk’s eyes, humans weren’t separated by class. It didn’t matter if you were a noble denizen of the Elysian lands or a scavenger eking out a miserable existence in the wastelands. Underneath all that, everyone was the same.

Low birth wasn’t something to pity. It was no reason to feel inferior. The assertion made Cloudhawk special.

When she looked at him, Dawn saw that he was young, but much more was written on his face. She saw a turbulent past, his wild nature, and loneliness. He was a lone wolf who crossed many leagues of inhospitable desert.

He was a man with a story.

He didn’t look special, not outstanding in any way or even very handsome. Compared with Frost de Winter, he couldn’t match him in either appearance or temperament. But, he had delicate good looks that were pleasing enough to the eye.

It was about then that Cloudhawk noticed Dawn staring at him and returned her gaze. He was a plain sort, in not so many words, but if there was one thing that made the wastelander stand out, it was his dark eyes.

“You don’t understand much of anything.” [1] When their eyes met, Dawn suddenly felt nervous. She wasn’t used to standing so close to other people. She pushed the dagger into its special sheath and backed up a few steps. “How could the wastelands have such curious things? You’re from there. Is it fun?”

For a second, Cloudhawk didn’t know how to respond. He frowned and dropped his eyes a little, looking off into space. He sighed before giving his answer, “It’s not someplace you ever want to visit.”

“Why?”

“Too dangerous.”

“Doesn’t that bitch live fine out there?” Her irritation with him was renewed. “Why can she go and I can’t? What does she have that I don’t?!”

There was clearly a lot of bad blood between these two women.

Dawn, a woman who grew up in the lap of luxury with a halo over her head and a silver spoon in her mouth, only understood the wastelands based on stories and rumors from other people. She never experienced it for herself, so how could she understand? Selene Cloude had also been cut down several times in their journey, and even now, he couldn’t know whether she was alive or dead.

Dawn was older than Selene, but it was clear to everyone that she was much more impulsive. This clueless, dangerous, blindly arrogant woman wouldn’t last a day in the wastes without her family’s help.

“I brought you the dagger you wanted,” Cloudhawk said, looking at her. “My debt has been paid.”

“I keep my promises. No one has ever said otherwise. However…” She lifted the sheathed dagger and, with a harsh light in her eyes, drew it illustratively across her throat. “You and I are the only people who know about what happened today. If a third hears about it, you can bet I’ll…”

Threats like these didn’t frighten Cloudhawk, so he didn’t give it much thought. He’d gotten what he wanted, which was keeping his strange little pet safe. Furthermore, his collusion with Dawn had been established.

That was important. Cloudhawk knew that out here, no man could stand alone.

Commander Polaris saved Cloudhawk just so he could use him, and there wasn’t anywhere else Cloudhawk could go. That narrow-minded shitkicker Frost de Winter had a hard-on for making his life hell, and Cloudhawk had no other friends in the city. Dawn was the only one he could turn to.

She still hadn’t left his room. In fact, she still stood there with her eyes fixed on the tiny bird in his hands. A strange expression crossed her face. “Eh? It’s better already?”

Indeed the tiny bird’s recovery was impressive. It’d been only a little while, but it was back to normal already.

It gave its wings a tentative flap then flitted up onto Cloudhawk’s shoulder. With its fuzzy little head, it nuzzled his neck, which only served to fuel Dawn’s jealousy. Such a smart little thing, she thought. What a pity…

Cloudhawk kept his eyes on her warily. “Why are you still here?”

“I go where I want and leave when I feel like it. What’s it to you? Don’t forget your place, I’m the master of this house, and you’re a servant who depends on me for a living.” Her brows shot up as she made it clear in no uncertain terms what their respective roles were. She punctuated this by walking closer to the bird and looking it over. “Strange. It seems sort of listless.”

Cloudhawk also noticed that something didn’t seem right. In confirmation, a single sensation was shared through their link: Hungry.

Cloudhawk frowned at it. “You hungry?”

Dawn, unable to keep her mouth shut for any period of time, interjected, “Well if it’s hungry, then feed it.”

“I don’t know what it eats,” he said with some exasperation.

She looked at him like he was an idiot. “You’re a terrible owner. You don’t even know how to feed your pet. This is cruelty, you know that?”

The thing had only just been born!

Cloudhawk had never had to look after an animal before. How was he supposed to know what to feed it? Mammals drank milk from their mothers, but birds like this probably ate worms or insects or something.

Dawn saw his confusion and flicked her wrist at him. “Come with me!”

She led him to the mansion’s food storage, which stored all sorts of fruits, vegetables, meats, and more within. There was enough here to feed a thousand people. Crystal-like pillars interspersed around the room pumped it full of frigid air. This had to be some sort of cooling equipment they used to keep food fresh.

Like an inexhaustible ball of steam, one of the magic lamps illuminated the room. The refrigeration equipment was also constantly running. So long as it was here in the Elysian lands, it had plenty of energy to work with. It was just another perk of this place.

“We have everything here. Seafood, poultry, meat, vegetables, fruit… take a look.”

Cloudhawk put the small bird in front of a pile of food, but nothing caught its attention. This took him by surprise and caused some embarrassment. Did it not eat normal food? He stood looking at it, puzzled, when he suddenly felt the little animal perk up through their connection.

It flew over to one of the nearby crystal pillars and proceeded to peck at it with its beak.

“What’s it trying to do?”

“I don’t know!”

Rattle, rattle.

The energy crystal cracked, and a small portion fell off. The bird flew down to where it landed and gobbled it up. Cloudhawk felt its satisfaction. Both he and Dawn stood to the side with surprised expressions as the bird ate another six or seven pieces until its little belly protruded. 

How weird that this was what it would eat!

Oddball, he thought. That seems like a fitting name. [2]

Dawn pointed at it. “What kind of freak are you raising here?”

Cloudhawk too had to wonder what sort of thing this bird was. A little hesitant, he still recounted to Dawn how the bird had hatched. After listening, her face drew together in a frown as though deep in thought, but she’d never heard of anything like this.

Lost in thought, she didn’t notice that her robe had come a little loose. Cloudhawk’s gaze just happened to wander and catch a good eyeful of what was beneath.

It was cold in here. Didn’t she feel it? 

Suddenly, she slapped her forehead. “I need you to steal something else.”

1.  Parallels?

2. In the interest of full disclosure, the writer doesn’t give the bird a name and this sentence is entirely mine. In fact, there are several characters who are never given proper names or even nicknames. For instance, the demon’s lieutenants were called ‘the freak in black’ (Stranger Black), ‘big guy with horns’ (Longhorn), and ‘young man with wings’ (Vulture). They follow the pithy naming conventions in Chinese of three syllables, but that doesn’t work in English. It’s the same for the bird, which the writer calls ‘little strange bird,’ but I have chosen to call it Oddball because it’s weird and round.


44 / Divine Creatures


When Cloudhawk came back, he was laden with several thick tomes.

Each one looked very old, bound in black leather and engraved with gold filigree. Exquisite and fine, they were absolutely high-value items.

“Oh, back already?!”

Dawn exclaimed when she saw him staggering towards her. It wasn’t long ago that she sneered down her nose at him, but now she had a deep respect for his abilities. You couldn’t throw a rock in the holy city without striking three fighters, but master thieves were few and far between.

These books had been housed in the library of the Church of Everbright under the watchful eye of a lauded bishop. Dawn had always wanted to look through them but was never given the chance since the bishop’s influence was greater than hers. The Church of Everbright was a mighty organization that even the commander couldn’t manipulate. She’d been denied every request to look through these volumes, but now they were hers.

It was nearly dawn.

“This time from a church’s collection.” This was his second trip in one night. He used his phasing stone to slip away with stolen goods. Each time, it was draining. He felt exhausted. “What did you need these for?”

“This fine lady is helping you learn about your bird! Come with me!”

The two sat together and began to peruse the books.

Cloudhawk flipped one open and found that it was an illustrated record of relics. There had to be three hundred or more detailed pictures of relics and descriptions of what they did. There had to be a couple thousand combined between all these tomes. Every notable item throughout Skycloud Domain was recorded here, even a few demon relics.

Cloudhawk’s exhaustion melted away. He immediately understood just how valuable these were.

If he could learn what all these relics did, where they were, and who held them, he would become an absolute nightmare for the city’s demon hunters.

He finally figured out what Dawn was thinking too. If Oddball was a relic, there had to be some record of it somewhere in these books.

They sat side by side and started leafing through pages. Yes, Dawn had ordered Cloudhawk to steal these books so they could learn about the bird. However, she also wanted to see all of these entries herself. Her greedy nature was put on full display.

One thousand two hundred relics were recorded here. Eight to nine hundred of them were held by known people, while the three or so others were still lost. Some of those were gone because they’d been misplaced, but others were in the care of secret guardians that weren’t even written in the books.

“Skycloud Domain has this many relics? It’s… quite eye-opening!”

Dawn pored over the contents, even coming across the entry for Terrangelica. However, she reached the end of the first book without finding any more information about the little bird.

Cloudhawk came across an interesting article in his tome.

The Gospel of the Sands, it read.

A relic from the war between gods and demons a thousand years ago. This demonic tool is possessed of great and mysterious power and is oft in the hands of demonic elders and high-stationed commanders. It was once used to summon a sandstorm a thousand li in diameter that swallowed an entire army. It has also been said to have summoned more than a hundred sand beasts. At its most potent, the relic can summon a sand mirror image of the bearer.

Below was more specific information about the Gospel. For instance, its last known location, the dates it was witnessed, who had it, what battles it was used in, and so on. For Cloudhawk, it was almost surreal. He knew it was pretty powerful the few times he’d used it, but from what he was reading here, the Gospel of the Sands was pretty incredible.

The relic’s strength was beyond his imagination.

What especially caught his notice was the bit about a sand avatar that possessed some of the wielder’s power… Cloudhawk couldn’t fight back the creeping terror that welled up inside him. What if the demon he fought wasn’t actually the demon? What if the Caliph of the Sands wasn’t really dead?

Cloudhawk quickly turned the pages. Near the end of the book was a section on legendary relics.

Relics were divided into categories, weak and strong. There were simple relics, high-grade relics, epic relics, and the most powerful legendary relics. Simple relics were weaker, like Moonspirit’s tracker torque or Traceless Shadow’s arrow. Epic relics were powerful tools that only high-ranking demon hunters could command. Examples were Selene’s Crossblade of Light, Frost de Winter’s Frozen Dirge, and Dawn’s Terrangelica. 

Legendary relics were something else entirely and the prerequisites to use them were even more daunting. They were far more powerful than even their epic counterparts while also being more complex and involved. Each one had a rich backstory and was almost exclusively in the hands of a master demon hunter.

Legendary relics were so strong that it usually required more than one person to activate them. They were analogs to the incredible power of gods and demons. From ancient times to this day, there were only very few of them, and even fewer that were recorded here. Like a flash fire, they raged during the Great War and then vanished just as quickly from the world of man.

What was written here were some of the greatest secrets ever written!

Dawn’s attention was drawn to his book as well, and as though of one mind, they looked in shock through the pages.

“Mace of Belial.” A legendary demon relic witnessed at the outset of the War. Bearer, unknown. Appearance, unknown. Whereabouts, unknown. Reputed to be capable of opening a portal to Hell, resurrect the dead as mindless servants, and command them as an undead army.

“Blade of Oblivion.” A legendary demon relic that appeared during the middle period of the War. Said to be the weapon of the demons’ commander. Pointing it at the sky made the heavens fall. Piercing the ground caused the earth to collapse. Gods and demons alike could not stand against its power. It was destroyed in battle by the king of the gods, and what remains of it has been lost.

“The Demon King’s Cuirass.” Its true name is unknown. Specific powers, unknown. Appearance, unknown. Only the ruler of the demon horde may wear it. It is said to be capable of destroying space and time. It was destroyed during the War through the combined effort of the gods, who then defeated the Demon King.
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The relics listed here were fabulous and terrible. All of them were the tools of the demons, and that made sense for they were incredible items that commanded world-rending power. The gods were mysterious and did not want to reveal their secret powers, so their relics were not listed here.

Dawn became more and more stunned as she read each successive entry.

Only Cloudhawk’s Gospel was recorded here, an epic-level relic. His invisibility cloak and the phasing stone were nowhere to be found.

Perhaps, that should be expected. The cloak had come from a strange and alien place, and the stone was the key to other dimensions.

If those two relics didn’t appear here, it meant that they weren’t of this world. So where did they come from?

Dawn recognized this as well. She knew Cloudhawk had two distinct abilities: the first was disappearing like a ghost, and the second was being able to pass through almost any barrier. That’s how he was able to become a thief no demon hunter could rival.

How odd that those relics wouldn’t be here.

They’d gone through the books once already and there were all sorts of relics with all sorts of spectacular powers. One of them could be embedded in the body, and another could fuse with it. They were strange and incredible things.

“I found it!”

In fact, there were two that seemed to fit.

One referenced the city’s seraphs, who served as protectors and maintainers. All they did was work tirelessly. They were different from Oddball in that they didn’t have free will or emotion. They also didn’t need to eat. They didn’t seem to be what they were looking for.

The second was mythical protectors of the Sanctuary: the Manticores.

Dawn had seen a guardian once. She thought it was just another sort of animal that grew and reproduced normally. However, it showed in these books that these creatures were anything but normal. They were artificially-made servants – relics that they called divine beasts.

“Here, it says divine beasts can be thought of as growing relics. They develop through all the stages, from infancy to adulthood, and as they grow older, they become more intelligent. Look here, they need far more energy than what normal food can offer. You should remember that you can’t let the bird go hungry. Otherwise, the consequences could be serious. It could degrade.”

“Anything with a lot of energy would work?”

“Special-made Temple beast feed is best. It’d help it grow quicker.”

She continued to squint at the paper. These creatures and relics were remarkably similar. The only difference was that some special process gave divine beasts a simulacrum of life. The one who hatched them became their masters, and only they were able to command them and their abilities. No one else would get a reaction.

Ugh! How unfortunate!

Dawn had to ultimately give up her covetous thoughts. “Why couldn’t I have been so lucky? It looks like the bird belongs to you through the will of the gods. A heavenly gift. Make sure you treat it well.”

She then gathered up the books and put them away in her library.

Cloudhawk gaped at her. “Now that we found what we wanted, why are you keeping the books?”

“Hmph, now that they’re here, they belong to me!” She spoke like she had all the right in the world to demand them. “I worked so hard to find the answer for you. I deserve something for my trouble.”

All of this hadn’t been a guise, hadn’t it? A ploy just to have him fetch something else she lusted after? Perhaps it was. After all, they didn’t learn much, and now, the books were safely tucked away with her other toys.

Dawn patted his shoulder and smirked. “Oh, stop it with the ugly face. You know what these books are worth. How could we just give them back? Relax, I get our relationship. From now on, you get me what I want, and I do the rest. Split the take thirty-seventy, what do you say? I need money to buy new relics and you need cash to feed your pet. You can’t just let it eat anything, and feed is expensive. In fact, I’m the only person who can help you get it. I’m the only person who’ll help you!”

Over the last few days, Cloudhawk had built up an image of Elysians in his mind – obstinate, inflexible, and righteous. This woman proved him wrong.

The next day.

News of a theft at the Church of Everbright began to spread. The bishop even ordered a special task force to sift through every corner of the building, re-cataloging every book, but to no avail. The circumstances of their disappearance were too bizarre, for there was no sign of forced entry or any indications of foul play.

And so, word of a mysterious thief began to spread throughout the city.

Cloudhawk and Dawn began their sordid partnership. He stole the goods, and she got rid of them. In just a matter of days, the city was inundated with a slew of unsolvable thievery cases. For instance, an army general’s precious sword up and vanished like it had grown legs. A few legendary gemstones from a local merchant princess were suddenly gone. Special mystical ointments and medicines had disappeared from family vaults.

The crimes were numerous but spread out, and the victims were different every time. Cloudhawk made things more confusing by planting false evidence and misleading clues to keep investigators off the scent. 

Cloudhawk went out every night and brought his ill-gotten goods back to Dawn. She then concocted different ways to fence them, and in the process, they both made a pretty penny.


45 / Home of the Demon Hunters


A precious gem was sold, exchanged for a clinking pouch of a few hundred gold coins. The sound they made was elating.

The Polaris family was among the five most influential households in Skycloud Domain, yet compared to their peers, they were poor. Due to Dawn’s spendthrift nature, it was the first time she’d ever had access to so much money.

“Maybe we’ve gone a little too far these last couple of days.” Cloudhawk tried to drop the hint, seeing that the young templar had become giddy from their success. “Enough is enough. If we keep this up, there’s gonna be trouble.”

“Bullshit!” She snorted at him. “You think I need your warnings? Don’t forget your place!”

She fished out some of the coins after her harsh response and shoved them into Cloudhawk’s hand. When she saw the surprised look on his face, she added imperiously, “So long as you stay loyal to your master, you will be generously rewarded. This is for bird food.”

Yet, Cloudhawk scowled. Who would want you as a master, he thought bitterly. However, he bit his lip once he considered how much taking care of Oddball was going to cost.

Dawn’s brows began to rise. “Is there a problem?”

“Nope!”

Cloudhawk looked down at the coins. It was better than nothing, and gold coins had prime purchasing power in the city. He only had a vague understanding of how money worked, but he remembered what happened to Barb in the Sandbar. Five silver coins earned her one drink. He also knew one trip for the Bloomnettle Company earned them forty to fifty silvers.

One gold coin would buy him fifty glasses of booze and would have saved Old Thistle the danger of two trips.

There were enough coins in his hands to set a common man up with enough food and drink for the rest of his life. And, it was only a tenth of what Dawn pocketed!

No wonder she was so thrilled. Even born into a powerful family, this was a princely sum. He saw it in her eyes. Cloudhawk had become Dawn’s cash cow. Still, he had to admire her on some level, boldly walking around with ill-gotten riches in her pocket. Once again, his image of the Elysians was turned upside down. If she’d been born in the wastelands, she would have done very well for herself.

No wonder Dawn and Selene were at odds. Selene was firm in her religious zealotry, aloof, and cold of temperament. She absolutely would have despised stealing like this even if it meant starving to death. Yet, Dawn walked around unburdened. To her, the ones they were stealing from were the uber-rich. The losses meant nothing to them but loomed large in her eyes. She was basically robbing the rich to pay the poor.

Cloudhawk put the coins away. “So what’s the plan?”

“With all the money you’ve saved, shouldn’t it be obvious?” She rolled her eyes. “Buy your generous and beautiful hostess a drink.”

Cloudhawk had spent enough time with Dawn to know she didn’t give a shit about anyone but herself. She didn’t even know the meaning of the word respect, especially in the words she chose. Cloudhawk was a stranger in a strange land, and she titled herself hostess. Still, she hadn’t said anything nasty, it was just the way she was.

“Where?”

“I’ll bring you somewhere nice!”

Dawn hailed the family carriage, and they left for a secluded sector of the city.

They came to a street lined with colonnades, each one a thousand meters tall. The line stretched into the distance. The road was wide enough that four to five carriages could pass through side by side. The edges were lined with finely decorated shops, yet strangely, there weren’t many people.

A sign hung on the entablature, clear as day – Home of the Demon Hunters.

This stretch of street was designed for members of the order specifically, and they were the only ones allowed in. That meant ninety percent of the city’s inhabitants were forbidden entry.

No one gave Cloudhawk any trouble since he was there with Dawn. She explained their surroundings as they walked further in. “This area belongs to the Order of Demon Hunters. It’s where most of them live, eat, drink, and play. There are stores where they can purchase supplies, buy relics, and so on. Everything a demon hunter could want is here. It’s also where they come to sell off anything they picked up on a mission. All sorts of things are thrown together, but if you’re lucky, you might come across a treasure or two.”

It wasn’t the first time Cloudhawk had heard about the demon hunter order.

It was the largest collection of demon hunters in the Elysian lands, apparently. It was a semi-official collective with a loose organizational structure. Barb was a member. The majority were common demon hunters like her along with a few of nobler standing who preferred their freedom. Accept a few missions from the order, collect the commissions, and avoid any administrative constraints.

Dawn’s purpose in coming here was obvious – shopping! There was no better place for a demon hunter to get rid of the coins burning holes in his pocket.

An equipment shop came into view, complete with a smoldering forge that gave it a rough-and-tumble atmosphere. The walls were lined with triangular steel weapons instantly recognizable as exorcist staffs. Their size and make were not completely consistent, and they could be bought or custom-made to fit a specific need.

Exorcist staffs ranged from one or two gold to a dozen or so. Higher cost meant better quality. Besides staves, the store also had demon hunter armor, combat boots, and so forth. Cloudhawk saw how impressive this stuff was while out in the wastelands. Demon hunter leather was lightweight and thin so that it didn’t get in the way of fighting. Yet, it was also firm. Typical guns couldn’t penetrate it. Like the staves, there was also a wide range of prices – basically, you got what you paid for.

The sprawling market had more stores than he could count.

One of them was in the shape of an oversized treehouse that served as a pharmacy. It had all sorts of precious and expensive medicines on offer, some of which aided in healing while others improved combat prowess.

Another place looked like it’d been carved out of moonstone. The lamps inside filled the area around it with fantastical glowing images. It was a bar.

The most eye-catching was the main building which was a miniature white castle. Travel-weary demon hunters came and went with regularity. This was the “Home of the Demon Hunters,” headquarters of the order and the heart of the eponymous street.

Cloudhawk had never seen so many demon hunters in one place. Each one of them seethed with ability. He figured everyone here had to be people of significant talent, and what’s more, they all seemed to be avoiding the woman he was with. When they recognized Dawn, they either went out of their way to give her room or simply turned around. Not a single one was in a hurry to come and talk. It wasn’t hard to guess how popular she was around these parts.

“Is that the young mistress of the Polaris household?”

They’d almost reached the end of the street before someone was brave enough to approach them.

He was a young man of obvious talent. If Frost de Winter was described as cold, then this guy was lava. If Frost was a glacier, then he was the sun. They were completely opposite.

The guy was a mass of muscle, chiseled and all hard angles, big but not heavy. He had a head of red hair and a face that couldn’t be described as handsome, certainly the opposite of Frost de Winter’s gallant look. However, from head to toe, from the inside out, he was bursting with masculine charm, intense but not overbearing. He had a pleasant aura that made you feel safe, so he probably wasn’t far behind Frost de Winter in competing for girls’ hearts.

Dawn saw him coming and twisted her pretty mouth into a smirk. Her eyes narrowed. “Blaze!” [1]

Cloudhawk had never heard of this guy Blaze before. However, he could tell just by Dawn’s reaction that he was strong and came from a respected background.

“You’re probably still not convinced I’m better after the last time I spanked you, huh?” As she spoke, she tapped the hilt of the sword she held against the ground. “Wanna go another round?”

She said it loud enough that it caught a few ears. Demon hunters started to gather around. It was also good for some drama when a pair of big names met here.

This she-devil put the fear of the gods into everyone who saw her. It didn’t matter how pretty she was. She didn’t have any fans. Blaze was the opposite and, despite being young, was also one of the order’s vice-commanders. He spent a lot of his time managing things here, so he had a good reputation and close contacts.

If these two were going to spar, then the onlookers were certainly hoping Blaze would teach Dawn a lesson.

Blaze answered with a bitter grin, “Mistress Dawn hasn’t changed one bit. Unfortunately, today isn’t a good day for a rematch.”

She sniffed. “If you’re scared, just say so. There’s no shame in losing to me! Everyone knows the order’s gone downhill without Master Baldur’s leadership. Not one of you is worth your salt!” 

Her crass words angered the demon hunters who’d stopped to watch. Cloudhawk stood to one side and could only manage a wry smirk. [2]

Dawn definitely had a barbed tongue. She seemed only too anxious to piss off everyone she came across. Blaze’s amicable face wrinkled into a scowl when he heard her, but to Cloudhawk’s surprise, he didn’t take the bait.

“Don’t you get bored of fighting all the time? Today is the order’s treasure drawing. I wanted to make sure the Polaris family’s representative didn’t miss it.”

“Oh yeah? Well, that’s a happy coincidence. I guess I can cut you some slack.”

She always had to get in a slap to the face. Her dismissive answer was insulting and thick with contempt, but Blaze didn’t seem bothered. His gregarious personality didn’t match his fiery appearance.

“I don’t think I’ve seen your friend before,” he said, looking Cloudhawk over. “He new?”

Cloudhawk had slipped his mask on when they left the commander’s mansion so Blaze couldn’t see his face. He could see the bird on his shoulder, though, and gave it a curious stare.

He got a good feeling from this guy, but as he was about to introduce himself, Dawn cut in. “Take a good look. This is my loyal manservant. If any of you dare bother him, I won’t stop punching until you’re looking for your teeth!”

“Is that so?” Blaze did as she asked and peered closer at Cloudhawk. “Well, if you’re with Miss Polaris, then you’re welcome to join the festivities.”

Dawn shot Cloudhawk a sideways glance as if to say, “What about that? Big sis can take care of you, eh? No one will bother you so long as they know you belong to me!”

Cloudhawk felt a dozen pairs of angry eyes settle on him, and suddenly, he was very happy he’d chosen to wear his mask. If he hadn’t, the next time he went out, he’d probably wind up dead.

1. His name is “Burning Yang” – yang is a complicated character, the same one used in “yin-yang.” It’s a very on-the-nose choice for this guy because it’s indicative of everything the writer just described him as masculine, positive, forward in personality, powerful, bright, and fiery. Alternatively, yin is feminine, weak, dark, low, slow, and introspective. Be careful not to conflate them with good and bad, though, because that is not how they’re defined. Instead, they’re meant as reflections of one another, two sides of a coin irrespective of moral assumptions. Anyway, rant over.

2. I see this a lot. Typically if you see the term “wry smirk”, it evokes a sense of dry or mocking humor, maybe even self-effacing. Here, though, it seems clearly meant to display Cloudhawk’s annoyance at her actions from.


46 / The Collection Convention


Bad company… the worst! Cloudhawk had to draw the line in the relationship between him and this crazy woman somewhere.

His plight in this city was already a difficult and awkward one without her making it worse. Frost and most of the Cloude family already had it out for him, especially after he’d tried to burn down the governor’s mansion. Lord Arcturus might have chosen to let it go, but it wasn’t so easy for the others. The longer he spent with Dawn, the more enemies he made. Soon, there wouldn’t be anywhere in the city he could go safely.

You have your family and the sanctuary to back you up. I got nobody!

Dawn was simply incapable of restraining herself. Holding Terrangelica tightly in her arms, she strode into the bar with head held high.

The Fiend and Huntsman pub was the only establishment that catered exclusively to demon hunters. Seeing as these hunters were highly respected in the city, their chosen watering hole could not be expected to be humble. Cloudhawk got the strange sensation he was walking into a jungle as he stepped inside.

Everything was covered in shrubs and foliage. Fruits as large as pumpkins hung from tree branches and glowed with gentle light. No insects buzzed, and the whole place was comfortable and clean. There weren’t many tables or chairs, but everything was exquisitely decorated and fastidiously cared for. Even the servers were newly minted demon hunters of the order.

In other words, no one here was your typical citizen. The Fiend and Huntsman was built specifically for one group of people.

An imposter like Cloudhawk wouldn’t be allowed in normally, but his relationship with Dawn bought him entrance. Blaze was a vice-commander of the order and one of this area’s administrators. He was as magnanimous and accommodating as a man should be. Dawn’s biting words hadn’t gotten his blood boiling. Instead, he led them over to one of the trees and up the ladder to a platform built in its canopy. It was actually a beautifully decorated private space where you could see the whole bar below. 

Blaze offered them a seat. “The collection convention will start soon. I hope Lady Polaris comes away with a few things she likes.”

Dawn showed him no gratitude. “So chatty. You’re like a cursed rock. How am I supposed to feel lucky with you around?”

Blaze forced a resentful smile. But, before he left, he gave Cloudhawk one last curious look.

Dawn settled into a large chair, her long pale legs folded beneath her. As she plucked fruit from a wooden bowl before her, she stared down at a platform in the middle of the pub.

“What are you, mute? Don’t you want to ask what the collection convention is?”

Cloudhawk absently scratched Oddball’s fluffy head. “I don’t need to since you’re going to tell me anyway.”

Dawn Polaris couldn’t keep her mouth shut if you paid her. Cloudhawk hadn’t been around her for long, but he was beginning to figure her out. She wasn’t going to waste an opportunity to flap her lips at him.

“The Order of Demon Hunters often goes out to old battlegrounds of the war between gods and demons. They often come back with old treasures that were left behind, including a fair number of relics. Once they get enough, they hold what they call a collection convention. It’s an auction they hold every month or two.”

Cloudhawk paused. “A relic auction?”

Of course, Cloudhawk knew how much relics could be worth. There were all kinds with various abilities, and their strength was determined by the demon hunters who used them. Ordinary people couldn’t create relics. That was a process only known by the gods. As a result, relic weapons were tokens of their divine authority.

Cloudhawk remembered the Bloodsoaked Queen – Selene Cloude – telling him once that all the relics in the Elysian lands were registered. Every relic, the family it belonged to, and the demon hunter who held it was written down. When one went missing, it was a big deal and the city sent out investigators to learn what happened.

Claudia, Raith, and other demon hunters like them from noble families had special heirloom relics. Barb and other common demon hunters didn’t have the luxury of having relics handed down to them. Thus, since these relics were held by only a small subset of people, they were usually both rare and expensive.

For the last few days, Cloudhawk had been stealing typical riches. He’d never had the gall to pilfer a relic. In his heart, he knew that a rich family would eventually forget the loss of jewels and money, but a relic was something else.

For a pub to start selling them, then, was unexpected, to say the least.

She unfurled her legs and went on, continuing to fling fruit into her mouth. “Now, don’t misunderstand. Relics aren’t so easy to get your hands on. It’s all a gamble.”

“What do you mean?”

“Ugh, give me a break. Does your brain work at all?” She pointed to her temple and waggled her finger in a circle. “These are dug up from ancient battlefields, so most of the relics are either broken or just decorative. They’re useless.”

Cloudhawk raised his eyebrows at her. “Useless.”

“Well, most of the time. From time to time, they put a decent item up for auction but only maybe ten in a year. Compared to the several hundred or a thousand other items they try to pawn off, your chances are pretty low as you can imagine. I’ve poured most of my assets into this sort of thing, and I haven’t bought a winner yet.”

“And people actually come here to buy this stuff.”

“Of course, some of it is worth good money. Pick up enough dog shit to gather all the pieces of something good, and you can bring it to the Sanctuary. For a tack of coins, they might be able to re-forge it for you. A working relic’s value can’t be measured in cash.”

So troublesome? Cloudhawk was quickly losing interest.

It was definitely easier to try and understand the phasing ability of the stone around his neck. He could just use it to travel to other strange worlds and find relics lying around there. Anyway, he only had a few coins clinking around in his pocket. He looked around and saw a hundred or so demon hunters crowding the tables, most of them from affluent backgrounds. The few gold pieces he had was more than enough for a normal guy, but here, they amounted to little of anything.

“Ladies and gentlemen, sorry for the wait!” Blaze appeared on the stage in the center of the pub. “Thank you all for coming to participate in the Order of Demon Hunters’ collection convention. This time, we have more treasures than ever before. In the interest of fairness and honesty, we must remind you that none of these items have gone through an appraisal process – their quality cannot be guaranteed. You, ladies and gentlemen, will have to have a sharp eye and a little bit of luck. And luck is what I wish to each of you!”

Dawn planted her feet back on the floor. The plate of fruit was ignored as she leaned in, attentive and serious.

Attendants from the Order carried in a case and opened pulled the first item out from it. It was a simple-looking bronze sword, and yet every eye went wide. It hadn’t been authenticated, but it at least looked pretty. Its appearance alone would earn it a few bids.

“The base price for this one is fifty gold. Bid increases have to be a minimum of five gold.”

Dawn bleated out her bid almost before he could finish, “Fifty-five!”

When they saw who cried out, the boisterous pub grew quiet. Who wasn’t aware of Dawn’s confrontational reputation? Her offer caused anyone else who might have been interested to reconsider. It looked like her crappy attitude did have its benefits.

But, while she could cow lower-class demon hunters, she couldn’t intimidate everyone. A fat man hobbled to his feet. “Sixty-five!”

Another middle-aged man from an important family was next. “Seventy!”

And then, an elderly man. “Seventy-five!”

“One hundred!” Dawn refused to be outbid.

Anyone could see this bronze sword was no mere trinket. If its surface were repaired, perhaps it could be useful. Who knew? It could even be a relic. If that were the case, then a thousand gold coins was a good price. That’s why it tripled to one hundred and fifty gold coins in only a few seconds.

Sweat began to drip down Dawn’s forehead. She’d only brought a few hundred gold pieces with her, and there were many more items to see. If she saw something else she liked, she might no longer be competitive.

“One hundred fifty-five!”

She gritted her teeth and growled the words.

“One hundred sixty!” The old man calmly outbid her. He was her last opponent. Everyone else had fallen silent already.

Cloudhawk could almost see steam coming out of her eyes. She recognized the old man. It was the dean of the Order of Demon Hunters. He was a highly respected elder of the city. How was she supposed to compete?

Cloudhawk held his tongue and just let his eyes slip shut. He was listening carefully to something.

There was the faintest sound reverberating from the bronze sword, but to Cloudhawk, it sounded frayed and incoherent. It meant the damage to it was much more than its appearance would lead one to believe. Being largely destroyed, there was very little hope of getting it repaired.

“That thing is useless,” Cloudhawk muttered to Dawn. She was drenched in sweat. “You’re gonna get robbed.”

Dawn paused. “You say it’s useless, and I’m just supposed to believe you? What are you, a relic expert? Only an appraiser would know for sure, and it took them a couple of hours to figure it out. You haven’t even touched it. What makes you think you know anything? I can tell that this is one of their most complete relics.”

“I can do better than an appraiser.” He looked back at her, full of confidence. “Listen to me. I’m not wrong.”

“Yeah? And what if your intuition is bad? What then?”

“I’ll take on the cost of any bad item or poor bid you get. You can take the relic cloak off my back as compensation.” He tapped it with a finger. “Now, this is a high-grade relic.”

“A good relic? And you’d be willing to part with it?” Her eyes veritably twinkled.

“But, if I’m right, then we split today’s profit down the middle.”

“Alright, it’s a deal!”

However, Dawn didn’t stop bidding. She decided to listen to Cloudhawk, but that didn’t stop her from pumping up the price a little higher. To her, this was ammunition again her opponents; get them to spend all their money on trash and swoop in when the nice items show up. 

By now, the bid for the sword was two hundred and eighty gold coins. Dawn saw the old man’s expression start to change.

Indeed, a good relic was worth a thousand gold, but it was all a gamble. Not every relic that looked to be in good shape actually was. You improved your chances by betting on several pieces. It came down to risk, and if the old man paid out too much, it wouldn’t be worth any reward he harvested.

She saw it on his face and stopped.

At last, the hammer fell. The old man walked away with his shiny trinket for two hundred and eighty-five gold coins.

Dawn cast a thorny glance toward Cloudhawk. “Now, it’s up to you!”


47 / Shield, Stone, Sword


The Fiend and Huntsman grew ever more boisterous with each item it put on display. The Order’s deluge of strange items kept coming; most were weapons like knives and short swords or bits of broken armor. From time to time, more novel items came up for auction.

To an outsider, it had to look like a junk tradeshow! Noblemen shouted until their faces were red over heaps of garbage. As prices climbed, each shout increased the bid by enough to make a commoner sick with envy.

Dawn asked her advisor, “What about this one. Should I bid?”

“No bid!”

“This one? It looks pretty good!”

“Not bad? Is there something wrong with your eyes? Garbage, through and through. You’d buy it just to throw it away.”

“Shit. This one, then. It’s in excellent condition. We should bid before someone snatches it from us!”

“No way!” Cloudhawk paid her trinkets no mind. His attention was on an item the attendants just pulled out. At once, he knew this one was different. Its resonance was more complete. The relic was still in rough shape, but there was at least a chance it could be fixed. “This one can be repaired, but you didn’t bring enough cash. Let someone else have it. We’ll keep an eye out for something better. And stop glaring at me. You said you’d listen!”

“This is no good. That’s no good. You irritate the hell out of me!” She pulled at her platinum hair with both hands.

There were more quality goods during this convention than she’d ever seen before. If she were by herself, Dawn would have already snatched up several, but Cloudhawk’s resolute denial forced her to just sit and stare.

One relic after another was offered. One after another, they were sold.

Cloudhawk could see why the order held this collection convention. It had to be hugely profitable. Besides the one item that seemed halfway decent, everything else was useless scrap or mostly ruined.

But even so, they were going for a third or a half of the standard market price for relics. Parts of relics were bought for a tenth of the price. It was easy to see how much profit the Order of Demon Hunters was walking away with.

The demon hunters here weren’t stupid. They knew maybe one piece in ten was worth anything, but they still happily participated. There were relics out there worth more than any amount of money they spent. A one in ten chance wasn’t so bad when one considered the potential rewards.

The auction had reached its halfway point.

By this point, they’d already paraded nearly twenty relics or relic pieces before the audience. Dawn had bid on several of them, but only in order to inflate their price. That’s not to say she wasn’t eager to grab a few of them. However, Cloudhawk’s insistence always won out.

But, for a girl like her, how could she not feel suffocated by it?

Usually, she was the one pushing other people around. What was going on here? Cloudhawk was driving her absolutely insane!

With each passing minute, she was growing more uncomfortable and more likely to explode. Cloudhawk didn’t care. He just shut his eyes almost like he was meditating. Already furious, seeing his seemingly flippant attitude was almost enough to convince Dawn that he needed a beating.

She was rolling up her sleeves when suddenly, Cloudhawk perked up in surprise. A steady, calm vibration filled the air, a resonance totally different from any of the other items. It was intact. “Got one,” he said. “It doesn’t matter how much this one costs. Buy it.”

Dawn managed to clamp down on her boiling anger.

Hmph. I’ll spare you for the moment. Let’s see whether or not you’re full of shit.

A pair of handlers brought out an enormous case and placed it on the stage. When they saw what was inside, the auctioneers fell quiet. It was a thick blue shield you could strap to your arm.

The type of object wasn’t important. The first thing they noticed was that its surface was riddled with scars and cracks from combat. Some spots were especially bad, like the top left corner that was missing a chunk. The demon hunters all shook their heads, disinterested.

The relic looked mostly complete but in bad shape. The damage was severe and widespread, so how could it still possibly work as a relic? People would rather have a bad relic that was broken into several clean pieces than this battered eyesore.

On the one hand, repairing it would be expensive, assuming it could be repaired at all. 

Dawn had been anxious to spend her cash, but her face fell when she saw what it was. She was starting to suspect this weasel wastelander was screwing with her. Was this piece of trash really worth anything?

“Starting price is twenty gold coins. Minimum bid increase is two gold.”

You got what you paid for, and this rugged shield didn’t look like much. It had an unattractive starting bid as well. Most weren’t interested, and only a few bidders with more money than they knew what to do with made an offer. Twenty gold was more money than a commoner could dream of, but to many of the wealthy here, it was nothing. If it was broken, then it was broken. It would be a collector’s piece at the very least. Perhaps it’d make for good decoration.

“This relic is more intact than anything else they’ve shown. I’m not playing with you!”

She’d agreed to listen to Cloudhawk’s suggestions. She would buy what he told her to buy and ignore what he told her to ignore – that was the deal. For Dawn, it seemed like she’d already missed the opportunity to get her hands on a few good deals. And now, he was ordering her to buy this lump of scrap. It rankled her to no end!

When was the last time this beautiful and powerful lady of a noble family was ordered around? But, she remembered his promise and took a pointed look at the cloak he’d sworn to give her if he was wrong. She swallowed her doubts, for the time being.

“Thirty!”

She spat the words distastefully.

A few voices answered as the bidding went on. It was a battered shield, but there were still a few who were interested. However, in the end, the price didn’t get too high, and it soon became too much for casual interest.   Dawn won it for the final sum of forty-six gold coins.

The other auctioneers muttered quietly among themselves. Dawn didn’t need to hear to know what they were talking about.

She was not a well-liked member of the Skycloud community, so when she paid a premium for a broken shield, they were more than happy to gloat over it. Lady Polaris seemed to have more money than sense. Her grandfather would probably be furious when he saw what she was wasting money on.

“Look!” Dawn said, clenching her fists. “They’re all laughing at me! It’s your fault!”

“Don’t jump to conclusions.” Cloudhawk remained calm. “Pretty soon, you’ll be thanking me.”

The collection convention continued with excited buyers jostling for treasures. There were a couple of pieces that went for several hundred gold coins each. Cloudhawk identified some that were good, others that were bad, a few that could be fixed, but none that were worth the price. He told her to save her money.

Eventually, another item caught his attention.

The other items on display had all been shields or weapons, things whose uses were evident at a glance. In contrast, this relic was about the size of a fist and looked like a yellow stone. Its surface was coarse and etched with strange markings, but it was otherwise no different from any other rock. What was it? What did it do? Was it part of a relic or a relic itself?

No one was sure.

Cloudhawk did not hesitate and looked at the pretty woman with him. “This one’s good. Buy it no matter what.”

The bidding started with a base price of thirty gold coins. Before long, it’d risen to sixty – more than double what it started at. Clearly, there was some interest, but interest had its limits. No one could tell from the look of it if the stone was a relic or a piece of one. No one could tell from the look of it what it did.

When Dawn bid ninety gold coins for it, no one opposed her.

Cloudhawk was pleased since he was convinced just these two items were already a good haul. However, just as he was getting ready to call it quits, he sensed another one in the last batch of the auction.

This one was an ancient black and gold sword.

It was relatively short, roughly three feet long and only two fingers in width. The blade was pitch black and didn’t reflect any light, but it did radiate a faint purple glow. Like the bronze sword from the start of the auction, it looked to be in good condition. However, where the bronze sword’s powers had collapsed internally, the black and gold sword was whole. It was a fully functioning relic.

Dawn gave Cloudhawk a questioning look. He nodded.

Instantly, her eyes lit up. Finally, a proper treasure. But, if it was good enough to catch Dawn’s eye, she wasn’t going to be the only one. However, its appearance and aura were unsettling. More than a few of the demon hunters in the audience suspected this had to be a demon relic.

Demon relics and god relics were roughly the same, except demonic relics leaned towards the power of death, darkness, and decay. There weren’t many in the city who could use them.

The bidding started. Shouts and counterbids flew back and forth.

In the end, Dawn Polaris won her third piece for a final price tag of two hundred and ninety gold coins. She only got it for this much because the old man from before had spent all his money on previous items. Otherwise, it was obvious he’d have kept bidding.

By the end of the collection convention, they’d come away with one shield, one rock, and one sword. Three relics they could now call their own.


48 / Are You Human?


Attendants brought Dawn her three items sealed in glass cases. One of them amicably approached her. “My Lady, will you need our authentication services? The Order’s appraisers are very reliable.”

“No need,” Cloudhawk cut them off. “We’ll have them authenticated ourselves.”

Dawn Polaris was not happy with his choice. Hey, she said to herself, remember who the boss is here! Who said you could make the decision?

Skycloud city was a martial place, and the demon hunters were a martial sort. The street they called the Home of the Demon Hunters had many rooms for rent, each stocked with various tools. Cloudhawk planned to find a place to test these relics out. He had Dawn purchase them a two-hundred-square-meter space with some practice dummies for a gold coin.

They weren’t looking for an appraiser. Why get a training room? 

Unaware of her skepticism, Cloudhawk looked pointedly at the box. “Alright, let’s see.”

Her pretty face scrunched up like he was speaking a foreign language.

“What are you doing standing there like an idiot? After spending so much money, don’t you want to know what they do?”

She gaped at him like he was an alien. “Know what? You don’t mean these relics?”

“That’s a dumbass question.”

Her mind was veritably blown, so much so that she didn’t respond to his insult. Suddenly, she was convinced he was crazy. What auctioned relic could just be picked up and used? He was the dumbass!

Cloudhawk paid her shock no mind. He opened the first case and pulled out the large shield. The battle-scarred item was fifty centimeters tall. [1] It was completely black and was made purely out of metal. However, when he picked it up, it felt surprisingly light.

On the inside of the shield, he saw runes that were typical for many relics. He used what he’d learned to read out the name, “Concussion shield.”

“What a waste of time! You backwoods wastelander yokel, what do you know about relics?” Dawn glowered at the mangled shield and offered a sneer full of malicious promise. “You think you can just pick up a strange relic willy-nilly and use it? I don’t know whether you’re naïve or just stupid. If you can make that thing work, then you can be my boss!”

“Whatever, I’m not interested in being the boss of someone who’d just cut the legs out from under me.” Cloudhawk turned around and looked at her. “I only want you to treat me like an equal!”

Dawn Polaris met his dark eyes straight on. His wasn’t a normal stare. Cloudhawk’s eyes were full of self-confidence and calm. He was unique, but she wasn’t sure what it was about him that made her feel that way.

The inside of the buckler was fitted with some sort of sleeve. Slipping one’s left arm inside fixed the shield in place. Cloudhawk first shrugged his arm to get used to its weight. His eyes swept around the training area and eventually landed on a training dummy nearby.

These dummies were specially made for demon hunters to help them practice their skills. They were made out of wood but only the highest quality. They were hardy enough to take several blows from an exorcist rod. That fact was enough to prove how tough they were.

Let’s get this started.

Cloudhawk started to run under Dawn’s incredulous gaze. As his speed picked up, he held the buckler in front of him. His eyes were closed, all of his focus on the shield, searching for its resonance – and then, something unexpected happened.

The buckler began to shimmer with white light.

Cloudhawk slammed right into the dummy, and when his shield met the wood, it released a burst of light in visible ripples. All the space around it warped as, all of a sudden, the roar of wind filled the training room.

Bang!

Dawn’s ears rang as a peel of thunder erupted. Struck full-on by the force of impact, the training dummy was blasted away. It hit the wall and clattered to the floor, covered in cracks. The dent it left in the wall showed what sort of force was behind Cloudhawk’s charge.

In a real fight, it didn’t matter whether he was facing a man or a bull. Its guts would be splashed all over the floor after a hit like that. Believe it or not, this shoddy-looking beat-up buckler was fully functional.

Dawn Polaris stared at him with her mouth hanging open, wide enough to fit an apple.

“Well, that was satisfying!” Cloudhawk trotted over, pulled off the shield, and handed it to her. “Want to give it a go?”

She swallowed and looked over at the damaged wall. From the display, she could tell this relic was the type that could manipulate both air and wind – precisely the kind of relic Dawn was skilled with. In fact, the mirror she used to protect herself used what was called “wind-type protection.” It thickened the air into an invisible shell to ward off attacks.

Although it was technically armor, the Concussion Shield could also attack. So, surprisingly, it was a fine relic! Without saying another word, she pulled the shield onto her arm. Dawn didn’t copy Cloudhawk’s wild charge, opting instead to walk over and stand in front of one of the dummies.

She reached out with her psychic energy and swung the shield.

The burst of power this time was several times more powerful than the last. Cloudhawk was too close and was almost thrown to the floor, while the dummy exploded into splinters. Bits of wood covered the room.

Dawn nearly went wild with joy. “This is incredible!”

Cloudhawk had a talent for relics. He could pick one up and use it faster than any other demon hunter. However, in terms of strength, he only had about one-fifth the power of this woman. If Dawn became proficient with this shield, what sort of terrible force could she produce? The differences in their skills were obvious!

The next time Dawn looked at Cloudhawk, the disdain was gone from her eyes. Instead, there was respect, genuine respect. [2] She’d never felt that for a peer before, especially someone so much younger than her.

How did he do that?

From the outside, this relic looked useless, but Cloudhawk had looked past its surface. Dawn paid a sum that she wouldn’t have believed even in her wildest dreams. This wasn’t just good fortune. This was like a gift from heaven!

What about its scarred surface? That wasn’t a problem. A few hundred gold coins would convince the Sanctuary’s craftsmen to fix it right up. Since its core was still intact, repairing it to a like-new state would not be difficult.

“Let’s keep going!”

Cloudhawk picked up the small lump of stone next. Dawn Polaris gathered in close. She didn’t mind being so near him now. Her glittering eyes were instead focused on the relic. She peered closely at it for a moment. “This rock is a relic? It doesn’t look like one at all!”

“‘Titan Rock’? Interesting!”

Cloudhawk saw the name scrawled on it but didn’t do much more investigating. He sought out its resonance with his psychic power, and when they mingled, he instantly felt weighed down. He instinctively chucked it away, and when it hit the ground, it did so with a deafening bang.

The fist-sized rock had grown to the size of a wash basin by the time it landed.

Shimmering runes slithered across its surface, and it quivered back and forth like an angry animal. It continued to grow larger before their eyes, up to the size of an ox.

Both Cloudhawk and Dawn looked at it in shock. Was this relic meant to be thrown at their enemies to smash them beneath it? What a letdown…

Crack-crack-crack!

The rock had stopped expanding but was still transforming. As cracks spread all over its surface, what came next surprised them even more. It actually stood up in the shape of a man a hundred and eighty centimeters tall. It was now a soldier made completely out of stone with a pair of glowing red eyes. Its arms were thick and threatening.

One boulder-sized fist shot out, and a dummy went flying. A leg as thick as a stone column kicked, and a stone dummy was crushed to dust.

Dawn watched with wide and ecstatic eyes. The relic summoned a weapon – a stone soldier with astonishing strength that was capable of following commands. If Cloudhawk could summon a golem this strong, what was she capable of? This was another high-grade relic!

What thrilled her the most was the fact that this “Titan Rock” had an earth affinity. 

Dawn’s talents allowed her to use two sorts of relics: wind and earth. The aegis mirror manipulated the power of the wind, and Terrangelica manipulated the power of the earth. Cloudhawk had managed to help her find two relics perfectly suited to her talents.

It was almost like they were custom-made for her!

Her enthusiasm and joy were easy to imagine, and she had to stop herself from kissing Cloudhawk. But, in the midst of her exhilaration, another thought crossed her mind. When it did, her joy turned to shock, then amazement, and then an inexplicable cold.

“You… you… you…”

She backed away from him. Her eyes fixed on Cloudhawk with a threatening glare. This she-devil, who feared nothing and no one within Skycloud City, was rendered speechless.

Cloudhawk gave her a weird look. “What?”

Dawn Polaris swallowed hard. “Are you human? How many talents do you actually have?!”

1. The math here struggled to match up with the description of the shield. It’s referred to as “a gigantic arm shield.” I’m assuming arm shield probably refers more to a buckler – a smallish shield that’s slipped onto the arm or held and used to deflect or parry. Bucklers can typically go up to 45 centimeters, so I guess “gigantic” means five centimeters larger than normal.

2. Technically, the word he uses twice is “worship”, but that’s not right – it goes completely against her nature.


49 / Limits


Everything Dawn knew about the world was shattered. The shock it caused her was intense, not because she had a weak mental constitution, but because what Cloudhawk showed was incomprehensible.

She’d never heard of someone being able to sense a relic’s power without even touching it. If everyone had access to such an ability, the Order of Demon hunters wouldn’t make any money. It was also unheard of that someone could use so many different kinds of relics – Cloudhawk’s talents seemed to be without limit. He was able to call on the power of any relic he touched.

It didn’t matter that he was lowborn. It didn’t matter that he was not strong. These two facts were enough that no one in Skycloud City would be able to overlook him. These skills made him special. He was as notable as any other talent in the city.

Once Cloudhawk’s psychic energy was spent, the golem broke apart of its own accord like snow on a sunny day. After only a few seconds, the stone resumed its fist-sized form and, like it knew who its master was, returned to Cloudhawk’s hand.

“Do you want to give it a try?”

Cloudhawk turned a blind eye to Dawn’s shock. He tossed the rock to her.

She caught it in both hands and let the rock settle in her palms. As she looked it over, thrill overtook her shock, and Dawn’s powerful psychic power poured out. Once again, the rock quickly began to transform.

Boom!

This transformation was several times faster than when Cloudhawk had tried. A sizeable dent was left in the floor where it landed. Besides transforming faster, it also immediately swelled to the size of a baby elephant before taking on humanoid characteristics. Once it was finished, a two-hundred-and-forty-centimeter-tall stone man occupied the center of the room. He towered over them imposingly.

If Cloudhawk’s summoned golem was a chimp, then this was a mountain gorilla!

He also found it interesting that this golem was far thicker like it was covered in a suit of stone armor. It also carried a two-meter-long war hammer in its gravelly grip.

Incredible! It made its own weapons, too!

Dawn called out in surprise and delight as she controlled the golem through their connection. It lumbered forward, raised its massive arms, and brought the hammer down on a wooden dummy. The whole training area shook intensely from the impact. The floor cracked, and the dummy was smashed to splinters.

It was spectacular to behold.

Dawn Polaris ordered the golem to walk around as she practiced her control. Cloudhawk could see that the depths of her abilities were impressive since she was able to maintain it for so long without any loss in the golem’s strength.

“Let’s test the third one together!”

Cloudhawk reached into the final box and pulled out the black gold sword. It looked thin, light, and very old. It also looked like it was made entirely from one piece of metal. There weren’t any visible places where pieces were joined, and it was heavier than it looked.

The name was inscribed on its side: “Quiet Carnage”!

Shit, what sort of name is that? The name alone proves it is a demonic relic!

There wasn’t much difference between demonic and godly relics other than the fact that demonic relics were bleaker and more ferocious. Neither of them knew what to expect from it.

As Dawn made the stone golem wander around, Cloudhawk grinned. He searched for the resonance of the blade, joined with it, and the relic began to vibrate.

Of course, this vibration was imperceptible to others. As Dawn watched, all she saw was Cloudhawk’s arm spring up, blade in hand, and cut through the air. A half-moon slash of dark energy was flung out. Its sharpness could be felt even from far away.

The golem went stiff. Then, without any foreshadowing, its large head rolled off its shoulders. Its neck, where the attack had passed through, was shaved to a mirror-like sheen. The only sound present was that of the golem’s head striking the ground.

Absolutely no sound had come from the sword or the energy it spat forth. Even when it split rock, there was nothing.

From beginning to end, only deathly stillness prevailed, so it seemed the weapon had a sound dampening ability. Each attack was brutal but absolutely silent, just as its name implied. It wasn’t a large sword – three feet long or so – which made it convenient to carry around. It fit Cloudhawk’s fighting style particularly well.

It wasn’t anything to fawn over, but the relic was far better than something like an exorcist rod. Cloudhawk wasn’t lacking in relics except for the fact that none of his were made for direct combat. Quiet carnage suited his needs just fine. It wasn’t too strong but was stronger than a staff. It was faster too, and, of course, totally silent.

Cloudhawk put the sword back down. “And there you go. Tests complete.”

Perhaps for the first time in her life, Dawn felt a deep admiration. The Home of the Demon Hunters typically only had ten halfway decent relics pass through their auction in a year, but this time, they’d gotten three. It was an unprecedented haul, made all the more surprising by the fact that Cloudhawk’s accuracy was spot on for each one. If this unnaturally gifted guy kept visiting the auction, they would have to go out of business. 

Their agreement was to split the goods fifty-fifty, but that wasn’t going to be easy with three relics. Dawn wanted the Concussion Shield and the Titan Rock, but she also knew it was Cloudhawk who’d earned them. She couldn’t really justify blindly profiting at his expense.

It was almost incredible that this overbearing, bully of a lady of the Polaris family was thinking about someone else. Today was certainly a day of firsts.

Cloudhawk saw the look on her face and graciously waved his hand. “Take ‘em. Pay me the difference in coin.”

Dawn was elated. She blurted out, “I don’t like to take advantage of people.”

Cloudhawk’s annoyance began to show. “Fine, then I’ll take two.”

“Hmph! Fat chance!” Suddenly, she had a change of heart. “I don’t like to take advantage of others. But with you, I have no problem.”

Cloudhawk didn’t have the same covetous feelings towards relics as others. Strictly speaking, he’d just stumbled on most of the ones he owned: the phase stone, the invisibility cloak, the Gospel of the Sands, and the sword he might have sort of paid for (but it wasn’t much different).

With the stone’s phasing powers and his natural ability to hear relics, Cloudhawk didn’t think he would ever have to worry about finding more. That was how he could be so generous. Now, Dawn owed him even more and that, to him, was worth a few relics. Besides, the two she took weren’t very helpful to him.

The Concussive Shield was strong, and its function was fair, but its style was better suited to someone who saw more wide-scale combat. The titan stone was an excellent piece, but Cloudhawk already had the Gospel of the Sands. He’d seen the demon use it to summon a similar golem, so the two relics overlapped. The Gospel was clearly much more powerful than the titan stone, so why bother having two of the same thing?

After some thought, it was clear what he needed was cash and Dawn’s help to do things like getting feed for Oddball from the Temple.

Dawn slipped the buckler onto her back and the stone into her pocket. “Your mistress is in a fine mood. I’m going to treat you to a drink. Come!”

With all the bearing of a fantasy heroine, Dawn strode into a separate room of the pub. She regally flung herself onto a couch, loudly ordered a dozen jugs of warrior’s wine, and then selected a few things from the food menu.

“Take what you like. It’s on me!”

Dawn really was in a good mood. The young guy was also starting to look less and less like a degenerate to her.

Cloudhawk ate in such a way that it looked slow but, in reality, consumed a large volume. He stuffed his mouth and carefully chewed every bite so that he didn’t look half starved. As she watched, Dawn realized that the guy didn’t care much about the taste. He was just interested in any sustenance he could get.

A harsh life in the wastelands had taught Cloudhawk to appreciate every bite of food he got. It went double for every mouthful of water.

Dawn Polaris watched him with interest. “You aren’t a big guy. How can you eat so much? One of your plates is enough to feed me for three days. If I ate like you, my stomach would explode!”

“One plate means I don’t have to eat for three days. I don’t think you could say the same.”

There were many reasons he ate so much, but that was indeed one of them.

“No one normal wanders out of the wastelands!” She sighed before continuing her questioning. “So, what’s your story?”

“Nothing to tell.”

“Boring. Turning down a pretty woman is rude, you know? Especially someone as smart and attractive as me!”

“Not a shred of modesty.”

“It’s the truth!” Dawn slapped the table and snatched a jug of alcohol. “Do you have any idea how hard it is to share a drink with a beautiful woman? Come on. Drink me under the table if you think you can.”

Cloudhawk gave her a glance over his plate of food. “Why would I want to do that?”

“Here I am, a beautiful woman with booze in hand, and you’re asking a stupid question like that.” Dawn stuck out her well-endowed chest. “If you can outdrink me, you can do whatever you want with me. Up to you! What do you say? A rare opportunity, eh?”

If you put aside Dawn’s… unique personality and judged her only from the outside, then she was the second prettiest girl Cloudhawk had ever met – just behind Selene. She also had a very different presence than the otherworldly, exceptionally refined beauty of the Bloodsoaked Queen. If Dawn didn’t move and didn’t speak, she would be like a statue of a goddess, pure and noble. Looks like that always aroused a man’s lust for conquest, even before she said something so provocative.

Cloudhawk gave her deliberately advertised chest a good long look. “You sure?”

“I keep my word!” She said the words with a crafty tone and opened up two jugs. “Let’s go. I’m waiting. Let’s see what you got!”

What Cloudhawk didn’t know was that Dawn Polaris’s tolerance for alcohol was famous in Skycloud City.

Even General Polaris couldn’t drink his granddaughter under the table, so one could imagine her tolerance. She could drink against ten hardy men without a problem, so this whole deal with Cloudhawk was merely a setup.

“It’s not strong. Drink the whole thing down. Really quench your thirst.”

She snatched one of the jugs, threw her head back, and gulped it dry. Almost right away, her porcelain white cheeks became tinged a rosy pink. It took away some of her pure and noble air and replaced it with coquettish undertones. This was no normal liquor either. It was a brew only demon hunters could handle called “Warrior.” As the name implied, it took a warrior to stomach it. The stuff was too much for normal folks.

One glass was enough to knock out an everyday citizen of Skycloud City. She knocked back a whole jug without a problem.

Dawn wiped her mouth with her arm and then pushed a jug towards Cloudhawk. “Hahaha! You’re up! Drink slow now. Don’t rush.”

What, was he supposed to be afraid of a woman?!

The instant the stuff touched his lips, Cloudhawk’s face changed. This wasn’t alcohol. It was straight fire. It was lava! He almost spat it all over Dawn’s face.

She slapped the table and cackled. “What do you think? Strong, yeah?”

He winced and forced himself to swallow it. When the jug was empty, he felt the fire spread out from his belly to every inch of his body. His eyes were winced and watery. His face was red, and sweat had started to seep from his pores. Already, a fuzzy feeling had started to invade his brain, and he felt like he could fall over at any second.

He’d been duped!

Dawn’s face was barely pink, which proved she had a high tolerance. She was inhuman. What normal person could outdrink her?

“We’re not done yet. Keep it up. Another!”

Dawn wanted Cloudhawk to make a fool of himself, so she was determined to drink until he couldn’t stand. Cloudhawk, as a man who didn’t like losing, tried to keep up.

“That’s two. Again!”

By the third jug, Dawn had started to turn red, and the booze had started to affect her thinking. Cloudhawk refused to give in and tossed back his third jug as well.

Still up? He was holding on solely through sheer perseverance! Dawn was convinced he was seconds away from passing out.

She didn’t give him any chance to breathe and shoved another jug in front of him. Victory was at hand. Who could say how much either of them had drunk by now? Cloudhawk could hardly hold himself straight, and although he’d passed his limit a while ago, he kept drinking.

Honestly, Cloudhawk wasn’t much of a drinker. As a Tartarus mercenary, all of his brothers could handle more than he could. Drinking like this wasn’t just about the amount but about one’s constitution as well. He knew it right when he saw her take that first drink. Dawn could wipe him out even without relics.

Her strength and physique helped protect her against the ill effects of alcohol. Besides, she clearly had a talent for drinking beyond the capacity of a normal person.

In reality, one jug was Cloudhawk’s limit, but somehow, he managed to put down three in a short period of time and was only slowly starting to get drunk. He recognized what it had to be – his blood. Once the alcohol content of his blood rose above a certain level, elements in his blood quickly worked to dissolve it.

Was it the Trespasser virus?

Evidently, the more he drank, the more was being removed from his bloodstream. It kept him in a fuzzy haze, but he never got to the point of passing out.  

“I can’t believe this. Again!”

The jugs strewn across the table steadily emptied.

Cloudhawk remained on the cusp, while Dawn just drank more and more. And, with every jug, the redness of her face intensified. Her eyes began to blur. It was her first time getting this far. Meanwhile, the guy just – kept – drinking! How was he still ok?

Impossible. He had to be on death’s door. One more drink – one more drink, and he’d fall off that damn stool!

Her face was pale and stricken. Someone like her with all her pride and talent couldn’t accept a loss even though she was almost at her limit. “AGAIN!” she hissed.

Another jug was emptied.

Cloudhawk swayed like a slight breeze would do him in, but he stayed up. The scene before Dawn’s eyes started to bleed together, and she couldn’t keep her thoughts together.

She was done for!

She put down the seventh jug, wobbled on the couch, and then hit the table with a thud. Never would she have imagined she could lose to Cloudhawk. She’d dug this hole her own damn self.


50 / A Dubious Crisis


Cloudhawk stumbled over and tried to rouse Dawn, but she was out cold. She had all the agility of a sack of mud, appearing like all her bones had been removed. With one arm under her neck and the other under her legs, Cloudhawk lifted her up and laid her on the sofa.

Heat radiated from her face, and her warm breath tickled his neck. Cloudhawk had a good vantage point for seeing her ample chest as it rose and fell, soaked with sweat and booze. Every inch of her tempted a man towards sin, especially the glistening corner of her lips. Once the booze robbed her of her vicious streak, she looked charming, almost adorable.

“I’m nnnnot drunk. Le’ss keep goin’. Boooottums up!”

Dawn Polaris managed to slur out one more sentence before going quiet.

Cloudhawk fumbled back to his chair and sat, looking over the table that lay in disarray. He fought through the sloshy feeling in his head and grabbed for the cigarettes provided by the pub. After several attempts, he finally managed to light one, stuck it in his mouth, and took a drag. He didn’t have much experience with smoking, but these tasted different. The aromatic flavor of Elysian tobacco penetrated through his lungs. Even this is different here, he mused. [1]

The Trespasser virus in his blood continued to dissolve the excess alcohol, but it wasn’t very aggressive. Cloudhawk was in much better shape than Dawn, so he wasn’t in much of a hurry to get moving. He finished his cigarette and polished off another jug of warrior wine, this time sipping.

Being drunk was pretty awesome. He felt like he was floating, and his emotions were more intense.

All the feelings he kept bottled up came bubbling out through the power of booze and tobacco. He clenched his fists, and an almost overwhelming urge to smash the table came over him, to scream and curse, to let it all out. But, in the end, he held back. His complete obsession with fleeing the wastelands came back to him. Then came the joy of his first steps through the Elysian lands and the confusion and despair that followed. All the passion that had roared through him for months surged through his brain. They crashed like terrible waves that threatened to drag him under, but they eventually subsided. 

Everyone had an idea of what paradise meant for him, but the world was always changing. Reality went on, destroying lives and dreams without a care. In the end, when everything that could burn was gone, all that remained was clarity. Cloudhawk wasn’t there yet, but he felt like he was beginning to understand.

Drink the wine you had today. Enjoy the meat that was on your plate. That was enough, especially in times like now when he was somewhere between drunk and sober. Real troubles melted from the mind, lost in the haze. Even persistent pain melted away in the face of contentment. The Elysian lands weren’t what Cloudhawk had expected, but he could still settle down here.

First thing was surviving. Surviving was more important than anything.

He knew the situation he was in. He understood that, to Skye Polaris, he was nothing but a chess piece, and a chess piece was only worth as much as its usefulness. He could be found lacking and be cast aside, and if that happened, he would quickly be gobbled up by this frantic city.

Out here, he didn’t have any backing. With treasures like the Gospel of the Sands and people like Frost de Winter and the Cloude family after him, he was a target. He would be left with no way to protect himself or fight back.

As he pondered his fate, Dawn Polaris sunk deeper into inebriated slumber.

Cloudhawk looked at her curled up on the couch. Asleep, she really was something to behold. Her bright white skin was vibrant and soft like you could draw water right out from her. In truth, though, years of training had honed her body to perfection. She was as taut and resilient as a jaguar.

Cloudhawk reached out and ran a finger along her smooth cheek that was ruddy from alcohol. It gave her a strange sort of charm he couldn’t quite put his finger on. She seemed to feel it, and her eyebrows furrowed slightly only to relax again after a moment.

Cloudhawk wasn’t some kid who was wet behind the ears anymore. With the booze removing his inhibitions and a beautiful woman laying defenseless before him, it was impossible for him not to have reactions one would expect of a man. However, Cloudhawk wasn’t drunk to the point that he’d lost all sense. He was interested in living a little while longer. And so, he pretended like he’d never heard Dawn’s earlier, salacious comments.

It was time to bring her home.

Cloudhawk carried her, her shield, and her weapon back to the commander’s mansion where he deposited her safely in her bed. He then returned to his own room and fell into a deep sleep.

Dawn slept like the dead until late into the night when the heat caused her to stir. She pitched and rolled until she couldn’t take it anymore and started to tug at her clothes to get them off. She gave up halfway through and passed out again, sprawled over her bed. [2]

The next day…

“Aaaahhh!” [3]

A piercing scream erupted from Dawn Polaris’ room.

She’d come to and discovered herself mostly naked with the sheets all tangled. Piles of her clothing lay on the floor in tatters. The signs pointed to a scenario that frightened her out of her wits.

What happened? What happened! Why does my head hurt so much?!

Memories of the night before came crashing down on her like a tidal wave. Her desperate attempts to get Cloudhawk drunk stood out in her throbbing head. Did he actually… ?

She slowly turned her head, looking at the clothes thrown about and then down at her milky white legs. Suddenly, she was filled with shock and anger as a single thought took over. SHIT! Kill me now!

She snatched up Terrangelica from nearby and ripped it from its sheath. Light reflected off the blade’s smooth surface and into Dawn’s eyes, which were red with unbridled fury.

Cloudhawk was still asleep in his room. He still wasn’t accustomed to sleeping in a bed, but he’d passed out the second his head touched the pillow. When he suddenly felt the murderous intent sweep by him, he awakened, startled. What was going on? He rolled out of bed just as the door to his room was kicked in.

Dawn Polaris stormed in, disheveled and furious. Her hair stuck out in all directions and flailed in the breeze caused by the door flying open. Her eyes, red as a rabbit’s, glared as she clutched her sword tightly. When she saw Cloudhawk, she took a swing at him without saying a word.

“Holy shit! You’re insane!”

He wasn’t far from the truth. Dawn’s mind was twisted over what she imagined had happened the night before. However, she was fortunately too emotional to use her weapon’s powers. The blade whistled as it came down towards his head.

This woman was the definition of volatile! Just last night, she was all laughs and happy conversation, but now, she was trying to kill him!

She was still unbalanced and hungover, which allowed Cloudhawk to get out of the way. His poor bed caught the blow, though, and was nearly cleaved in half.

“I’ll hack you apart, you shameless rapist!”

As she was preparing for another strike, Cloudhawk groped for Quiet Carnage. The instant his hand found the grip, it came alive with energy, and a cold light arose. Its keen power glimmered as he pulled it up, protecting himself from Dawn’s wild onslaught. When the two weapons collided, not a sound was heard.

Cloudhawk had enough presence of mind to use his relic’s power, but Dawn did not. Without the power of her sword, the two were evenly matched, and the collision knocked both of them back several meters.

Cloudhawk understood what was happening. “Are you fuckin’ crazy? I didn’t do anything!”

She shouted back at him, “Rapist! You take advantage of a woman and you don’t have the balls to admit it?!”

“Look, relax for a moment!” Cloudhawk was still dressed. Luckily, he’d been smart enough to fight off last night’s temptation. Otherwise, she’d really chop him into minced meat. “Let me just ask you one question. Have you really checked?”

She froze. When she woke up, she saw her clothes strewn all over the place and half her body exposed, and that was enough to throw her into a fit. She’d grabbed her weapon and charged after the supposed culprit but had never stopped to make sure she was right.

Cloudhawk sighed. “Go next door and make sure. Then come back and ‘hack me apart’ alright?”

She glared at his indignant expression but squeezed her legs together. She didn’t feel anything different. Some of her anger subsided, but she still fixed him with a deathly stare. “Don’t. You. Move.”

A few minutes later…

When Dawn came back from next door, her sword was back in its sheath. Her awkward expression said it all, but she gave him an apologetic look and muttered a question with her head hung low. “You really didn’t do anything? It hardly makes sense. A beautiful woman like me in that state… you’re no man!”

She was going to find a reason to complain no matter what.

It was Cloudhawk’s turn to be angry. “After all the help I’ve given you the past few days, this is how you treat me? Wake me up with a sword aimed at my fucking head? If I was any slower, I’d have been murdered for nothing! Shit, I need to get as far away from you as quickly as possible for my own safety!”

She sheepishly scratched her nest of platinum hair. After a few awkward moments, she spoke. “I was just scared. Chastity is very important for templars.”

YOU were scared?! Bah!

Cloudhawk just glowered at her.

Dawn saw that he was really angry this time, which made her apprehensive. Maybe for the first time ever, she tried to explain her error. “I was confused because of the alcohol. It’s an understandable mistake, right? My reputation with the Temple was threatened. I promise it won’t happen again.”

Cloudhawk still didn’t answer.

She started to feel flustered but didn’t know why. This guy was just another servant, and she was a dignified lady of the Polaris family. What reason did she have to feel timid? Anyway, what happened was just because she’d been scared. She wouldn’t have really killed him if he hadn’t moved. She wasn’t an idiot. Killing him would have been bad for everyone.

Normally, Dawn would have been dismissive of the whole matter. If she made a mistake, than she made a mistake. If he’d died, then he surely deserved it. This time, she was really worried Cloudhawk might decide to cut off all contact with her. She’d actually started to take a liking to him after these last few days. After years of terrorizing Skycloud’s populace, he was the closest thing she’d ever had to a friend.

Cloudhawk stared at this prideful noble woman looking at him anxiously. He thought he could almost see tears at the corners of her eyes. With her hair in a mess and her clothes ruffled, she could almost be confused for someone who was endearing. In the end, he curtly waved his hand. “This is the last time.”

“Ok, ok, ok! It won’t happen again. Last time.” She hopped in place like a little kid.

One of her servants then entered the room. “Lady.”

Dawn was in the middle of trying to think of some way to pay him back for her misconduct when they were interrupted. “What is it?” she asked impatiently.

“The general has an urgent matter he needs to speak with you about.”

Suddenly, her face fell. Any time her grandfather called her, it was for something unpleasant. Especially at a time like this. She had no choice but to say goodbye to Cloudhawk, get her hair and clothes in order, pick up Terrangelica, and head out.

The serving girl snuck a quick glance at Cloudhawk. A strange look was in her eyes.

More than a few people had witnessed Dawn tearing through the mansion half-dressed and ready to cut Cloudhawk in half. It wouldn’t be long before the story spread, especially with how high-profile Dawn Polaris was.

The Lady Polaris was a noble lady from an illustrious family as well as the youngest Templar ever. Was she sleeping with a wild vagabond boy picked off the streets? Scandalous! What’s more, maybe he’d scorned her after they slept together which caused her to go after him with a sword!

That’s mostly the story that got out to the public, and the citizens had plenty of opinions about it. It created such a ruckus that word eventually got to the Temple, and she was forced to subject herself to inspection. People only stopped with the gossip when word got out that she was proven to still be pure.

1. Cigarette smoking in China is a massive industry. The town I lived in had several big cigarette factories, and you always knew them by the strangely sweet smell they emitted. Cigs in China are also phenomenally strong, going up to 15mg tar yield as opposed to Marlboros which are like 6. Not long ago, smoking was encouraged to fight hunger and was even considered therapeutic for the throat. In lieu of giving workers raises, one factory I heard about gave their workers free cigarette rations instead. Lung cancer and other respiratory diseases are a huge problem in that part of the world.

2. We know where this is going…

3. Yup.


51 / A Mission


At the peak of his tower, Skye Polaris drew his hulking frame up and stood regally by a window. His beard and hair shivered like a lion’s mane in the light cross breeze. The whole of Skycloud City was reflected in his eyes. The scenery lent this enormous, violent man an air of solemn intensity. He was like a lion surveying its territory.

The reputation of the Polaris family was illustrious, but beneath the glow was a pressure no typical person could understand. He was growing older, and the years passed quickly. He felt himself getting weaker and tried to cover it with his outrageous ferocity. It was just a ruse, meant only to conceal the fact that he was losing his strength.

Skye’s talented son had died some time before, leaving the family without a clear successor. From the outside, the holy territories looked like a paradise, but beneath that, things were far more complicated. Strife among families was not uncommon. The worry weighed on his mind that one day, when he died, his family’s ability to remain here in this beautiful city of miracles would be threatened.

Dawn was a fine representative. She had inherited their family’s lauded bloodline and was also a member of the Sanctuary. She was even more talented than her father had been. All she needed was time, but could he remain around long enough to give it to her?

There was a dull ache in his chest. It was from an old wound earned on a demon hunting expedition thirty years ago. 

Dawn was somewhat of an enigma. After completing her rites with the sanctuary and returning home, no more than a few days would go by before she got herself into trouble. With Selene gone, Dawn had no nemesis to pursue. She’d grown bold, arrogant, domineering and unscrupulous. Yet, shockingly, he hadn’t seen her for some time, nor had there been any news of her causing trouble out in the city. For a girl like Dawn, this was abnormal.

“What did you call me for, old man? Don’t you know I’m busy?”

Her biting voice reached him even before she stepped into the room. This was her style.

The general turned around and silently regarded her for a moment. He smelled the booze on her – most likely, she’d gone out drinking the night before. He frowned and asked, “You’ve been awfully quiet for the last few days. What are you scheming?”

“Oh, stop with all this nonsense, grandpa!” Inwardly, her heart started to beat faster. Had he found out what she and Cloudhawk were up to? She kept her emotions off her face and rolled her eyes at Skye, feigning irritation. “I’ve been dealing with Cloudhawk lately. Ask him if you don’t believe me.”

The crags in the old man’s face deepened as he scowled. “What have the two of you been doing?” 

“Training, obviously!” she answered.

He wasn’t convinced. “What sort of training?”

Dawn Polaris proudly patted her full chest. “Grandfather, think about who your granddaughter is. I’m as intelligent as I am beautiful. There’s no man in the world I cannot tame! Cloudhawk is a wastelander, a scoundrel, and in the end, he’ll serve under my boot like a docile mongrel.”

She was somehow inexplicably nervous as she said the words.

Cloudhawk had suffered her slings and arrows ever since he came into the house, especially this morning. She wasn’t sure how to deal with him anymore.

How could her grandfather not know Dawn’s character? He knew it was only a matter of time before she overreached and upset their new soldier.

“Grandfather, I’m sure I don’t need to tell you how high the fatality rate is at the Hell Valley training camp. It’s been so difficult for our family to find someone we could polish. I thought that perhaps Cloudhawk could use some training before we send him. If he dies out there, it’d just be a waste.”

She had a point. Skye couldn’t see a reason to deny the request.

“Alright, alright. It’s rare you do anything for the family. This is a good impulse for you.” If this girl was finally beginning to understand her duties to the family, then good! If she kept fooling around and causing trouble with the local nobles, the sanctuary would eventually get tired of her antics. “Now that you’ve had some time to learn more about him, what do you think?”

Dawn thought about being honest but changed her mind. If she shared the wastelander’s true potential, it would raise her grandfather’s estimation of him. That would mean more work for him to do, and less time for him to spend with her.

“I wanted to talk to you about just that.” She offered her false assessment mercilessly. “Really, grandpa, you’re losing it. This kid is weak and a total blockhead. As far as I can tell, if we sent him to Hell Valley now, he’d be as good as dead.”

Skye’s anger bubbled to the surface. “Do you have a better idea then?!”

Dawn reached out and grabbed her grandfather’s arm. “I’m short a bodyguard. He can fill the position.”

Her sudden tenderness took him by surprise and almost made Skye break out in a cold sweat. The old general shook his head. “No, absolutely not. Out of the question. Snatching him from Arcturus’s clutches cost us, and we now owe him the equivalent of a whole troop of soldiers. Doing all that just for a simple bodyguard is a total waste. If you need a bodyguard, our home is full of them. All you need to do is tell me your preferred height and weight.”

“I couldn’t stand having morons like them around me!” Dawn rejected the idea outright. “What if the guy dies out there during training? Isn’t that an even bigger waste? Leave him to me. I have my own training methods that I think are just as good as the training facility’s.”

Skye Polaris tugged at his white beard. He wasn’t fooled by this girl, not when he knew what the kid had done. He’d had his demon hunter powers awaken while alone in a desolate place, crossed the wastelands to get here, and saved someone from under Frost de Winter’s nose. All of that proved that Cloudhawk was anything but ordinary. Considering how deadly the wastelands were, Skye had no doubt he’d survive Hell Valley. If he hadn’t been so confident, he wouldn’t have made the investment.

“That’s enough. You can do what you like in the interim, but there is no negotiating this matter.” The old man had made up his mind. “The training facility has opened, and I’ve already submitted his name. It’s settled. We’re not changing it now. He’s going.”

Dawn pressed her lips tightly together. Irritation was clear on her face. Stupid old man, she thought, this old bastard!

Skye continued with sincerity in his voice. “Our family is in a unique period right now. I’m doing what I can to cultivate more warriors partly to make your life easier in the future. There’s another reason I called you here, though. Since you don’t seem to be busy, I have a mission for you, a relaxing way to pass the time.

“What mission?”

“Do you remember the several hundred convicts that escaped through the tunnels under Skycloud City? I’ve sent people out to hunt those piles of garbage down, but they’ve come back empty-handed. They were even attacked a few times, and a few of our men were killed. The news is starting to make a lot of noise throughout the city, and they’re a serious danger waiting to explode. This needs to be solved as quickly as possible.”

“Something this simple and they still don’t have it under control? What were those louts you sent even doing?”

“Take some people and head in there yourself. Gather these convicts and bring them back to prison. Those that resist, get rid of them.”

“You smelly old fart! I ask you for someone and you deny me, but you sure are quick to ask for my help.” Her words were sharp, but Dawn wasn’t one to pass up a good time. With her sword resting against her shoulder, she casually continued, “Alright, nothing but a school of mudfish that need to be rounded up. Leave it to me.”

Skye added more in a commanding voice, “A few of them are dangerous. Don’t treat this lightly. Also, Frost de Winter from the governor’s mansion and the Court’s representative, Atlas, are preparing men for the same task. Aren’t you always eager to compete against them? Now is your opportunity to show them that our family is the real power in this city!”

Frost de Winter was well known. Atlas was also no ordinary man.

Atlas belonged to what they called the Court – their full name was the Court of Shadows. They were Skycloud City’s largest official Special Forces unit and were very secretive and mysterious. There weren’t many of them, but each member was formidable. All of them were demon hunters as well. Atlas had become the leader of the unit at a young age, and there was a lot more to him than that. He kept a very low profile to the point where he was more urban legend than reality. Dawn Polaris hadn’t seen him for years.

A Skycloud City demon hunter commander, Frost de Winter.

An operative from the Court of Shadows, Atlas.

A Templar from the sanctuary, Dawn Polaris.

What was it about a bunch of escaped convicts that justified a response like this? Dawn was clever. She recognized that this was exactly what her grandfather said it was – a contest between three young stars.

“Excellent! You can wait for news of my success.”

This time, her adversaries were worthy, a fact that spurred her fighting spirit.

However, just as she was getting ready to leave to select men for the job, an important question occurred to her. Whatever happened in the prisons, Cloudhawk definitely had had a hand in it. If she went down there and exterminated them, would it make him unhappy?

She wasn’t accustomed to taking other people into consideration. As far as she was concerned, there were only two types of people in the city, especially when it came to her peers.

The first type was known as “garbage”. They comprised the largest group. Dawn had a long-standing reputation as an insufferable she-devil, and she used to beat anyone with an ounce of talent in the name of seeking out a challenge. As a result, the sons and daughters of noble families came to fear her ferocity. They actively tried to avoid her at all costs, and Dawn looked down on anyone who ran away from a challenge.

The second type was competitors, people like Selene and Zephyr from the Cloude family or Frost de Winter. Various churches, the Sanctuary, and other families had rising stars as well. Dawn challenged them to feats of might whenever she could. With Selene being the only exception, she beat everyone. They all competed against each other, and every member of the group was as proud as every other. No one was willing to accept defeat, and so there was no way for any of them to be friends. As for Selene and Zephyr, neither was in the city to compete with her.

Now, there was Cloudhawk, and she found him to be unique.

At first, Dawn didn’t see him as any better than a common thief, but after spending some time with him, she found there was more to him than meets the eye. He wasn’t just a thief. He was a master burglar with skills she could appreciate.

More importantly, he was different from everyone else. He was like a solitary hawk. He was lonely yet proud, neither conceited or servile, and never once cared about Dawn’s status. What she felt about him was different from how she felt about anyone else she’d met.

She should ask for his opinion.

Dawn planned to seek him out but thought twice about it. Waltzing back into his room would be awkward and embarrassing. Instead, she hailed a servant. “Tell Cloudhawk to come see me right away!”


52 / Atlas


Dawn Polaris sat before Cloudhawk. The tattered shield she’d recently won at auction was on her back, and her treasured sword was slung over a shoulder. She’d changed into her warrior attire and rested easily with her heels planted on a table between them. Her shapely legs were partially contained in high leather combat boots that revealed a hint of porcelain flesh.

She stretched those long legs and took a sip of tea without a hint of awkwardness, having selectively forgotten the embarrassing events of last night and this morning. She gave Cloudhawk the rundown of Skye’s latest mission.

“Wipe ‘em out?”

The news surprised him, but he had to admit that it wasn’t unexpected. It would have been unusual for Skycloud to completely ignore hundreds of convicts hiding below the city.

“Yup, but I heard you had something to do with it, so I wanted to come and ask you what you thought.” Dawn retracted her long legs and folded them beneath her to assume a more comfortable posture. “But, don’t misinterpret this as my giving them a back door. These wicked men have to be dealt with or the city’s safety can’t be guaranteed. What’s more, it isn’t just me participating. I’m just one part. That’s going to make things more complicated.”

Actually, Cloudhawk was quite pleased. Dawn put her cards on the table and was straightforward with him. As far as he was concerned, this showed that she was starting to look at him more as a friend than a servant. She wouldn’t have given the same consideration to anyone else.

Cloudhawk frowned, his brows wrinkled as he mulled the problem over. “I don’t care about the others, but there’s a group of a hundred or so from a merchant family that doesn’t deserve it. They were called the Bloomnettle Company. They were innocent, pious bystanders who were caught up in the crossfire. If anyone else got hurt because of me… they have to be spared. The others are on their own, but those people – I have to find a way to get them out of here.”

“Showing humanity is the mark of a real man.”

This was something Dawn admired about him. Cloudhawk clearly had the ability to flee before but had still risked his life in order to make sure others got away safely. Even knowing it was a trap, Cloudhawk did all he could to free Squall. Besides, all the noise he made was definitely Lady Polaris’ style.

“Miss, everyone’s been gathered!”

After the servant gave the report, Dawn drained her teacup and bound to her feet. She moved gracefully like none of last night’s antics were weighing her down. She jabbed a finger at Cloudhawk and spoke in a tone that left no room for argument.

“You’re coming.”

But, it wasn’t a command. She was helping him. In essence, this mission was a test.

Dawn would never allow herself to fail, whatever the challenge. However, she also owed Cloudhawk and hated the idea of owing anyone anything. Two birds with one stone, she thought. As to whether it would make things more difficult, she wasn’t worried. “Too much to handle” was a foreign concept to her.

Two hundred soldiers had been assembled. She was given an intelligence briefing and a map. Then, Dawn led them towards the tunnels in high spirits.

Skycloud’s tunnel system predated the city itself. At the time, the area here was still in flux. Demons still roamed the land, so these tunnels had been designed for the citizens to take refuge in. Once the war had ended, the tunnels remained as a way for the people of Skycloud to escape if some tragedy came their way.

Because it had to be big enough for everyone to hide in, the tunnel system was absolutely enormous. It twisted and curved underground like a labyrinth. Maps of the system were also secret and tightly controlled. Only a few people had been allowed to see one. It was good Dawn had one. Otherwise, the chance of them getting lost and dying down there was very high.

In times of peace, the tunnels were sealed. No one was allowed in.

In reality, dealing with the convicts wasn’t all that hard. With the exits sealed, they had no access to food or water. As such, they were sure to perish in six months or less. Without maps – all of which were controlled by the highest levels of Skycloud government – they weren’t going to escape. Going in to wipe them out was more of an exercise than a task of any real significance.

It’d been years since the tunnels had seen occupants. It was dark and fetid, a foul scene that made Dawn scowl in distaste. But, she wasn’t so spoiled as to detest getting her hands dirty, nor was she a clean freak like Frost de Winter. She got used to it after a minute.

“Everyone, stay on your toes. If you find the convicts, make sure you spare anyone who surrenders. Kill those who resist!”

“Yes, ma’am!”

Skycloud’s soldiers were equipped in standard gear with the addition of crossbows and poison-tipped bolts. A sort of flashlight was affixed to their weapons which they used to search through the darkness of the tunnels.

They hadn’t gone more than a few steps when a small group of convicts suddenly scuttled past.

Soldiers pounced on them. A few were seized before they knew what was happening.

More people escaped from Skycloud’s prisons than Cloudhawk had thought because it had two levels. The upper level was filled with typical cells that housed normal offenders. The level below was filled with proper dungeons that housed more dangerous felons. When the dungeons were emptied, the prisoners upstairs were naturally freed as well. With so many people in the tunnels, they had spread out to all corners.

Of course, the men Dawn picked for her team were elite soldiers of Skycloud’s army.

They followed even the faintest tracks to another twenty to thirty convicts. Most were captured alive. A few desperate and reckless men tried to struggle but were ultimately killed. Some were put down by Dawn Polaris herself.

She was no doubt a product of her illustrious family. Dawn cut down the convicts as though she were cutting weeds. She was ruthless and efficient, and her strikes were all decisive. None of her work was sloppy. As Cloudhawk watched her slay these men, he discovered that her attack against him in the morning had only been half-hearted.

“Ugh, so boring! This doesn’t even feel like a fight!”

Dawn rested Terrangelica’s blade against her shoulder and looked down the route ahead. Deviously hidden traps, painstakingly placed along their path, peppered the way. Dawn saw them but paid no mind and deliberately stepped into danger.

Snap!

A rope trap tangled around Dawn’s foot, but all of a sudden, it was like she weighed a thousand pounds. It failed it lift her even an inch off the ground and just snapped, but a hail of spikes shot out from the walls as the second part of the trap was sprung. Dawn – as though she were taking a stroll through a park – calmly slipped through unscathed and unconcerned.

The trap was hardly worth a second thought. That level of ability was demoralizing. No wonder she was bored.

Cloudhawk thought so too. However, he just so happened to spy something on the wall when he turned his head. It was a symbol, one he recognized. Majjhima had left it here, and it was more than likely Bloomnettle’s people were with him.

A clue. Cloudhawk stepped forward to take a closer look.

Only, as he approached, Oddball, perched dutifully on his shoulder, must have seen something. Through their connection, Cloudhawk felt a clear warning.

He didn’t know what Oddball had seen, but he immediately went on alert. In the next instant, it felt like he’d slipped into an icy chasm and was covered in a biting cold from head to foot.

Danger!

Years of near-death experiences in the wastelands had honed Cloudhawk’s instincts. He reacted almost without thinking.

Quiet Carnage hummed as Cloudhawk ripped it from its sheath. The black gold sword was only half raised when a dagger reached out for him from the shadows. It came at him faster than anything he’d ever seen. Even the Bloodsoaked Queen didn’t have speed like this. If not for Oddball’s keen eyes, Cloudhawk would have been done for.

Blade and dagger met. Not a sound was heard.

Cloudhawk felt the force of the impact sweep through him, which almost made him drop the sword. Meanwhile, his opponent was unfazed. The black-bladed dagger wasn’t still for a fraction of a second before it lashed out at him again like a deadly viper. It came straight at him, irresistible – Cloudhawk didn’t even have time to recover from the first strike before the dagger came right for his throat.

Fast. Too fast!

His instincts took over again, and he threw himself backwards with everything he had. He managed to avoid a fatal blow, but the knife still caught him in the shoulder. This hidden attacker had appeared too suddenly for him to react – even the likes of Dawn hadn’t known he was there. By the time he made himself known, it was too late.

Cloudhawk winced in pain but panicked when he felt the wound go numb. He quickly began to lose sensation in his arm.

Poison and a potent one at that!

A roar went up as Dawn charged forward, Terrangelica reaching into the darkness. Before the mysterious assailant could finish Cloudhawk off, a swing from her sword forced the two men apart.

“Atlas! You’re really asking for it!”

Dawn squinted her eyes and peered into the dark. There was nothing, and then, a figure slowly appeared like a shadow. A man only a few centimeters taller than Cloudhawk was revealed. He was somewhere in his twenties and was as black as the tunnels that surrounded them. He had black hair, black eyes, a black mask, black clothes, a black dagger, and black boots. He was like the night come alive.

Somehow, Cloudhawk found him to be familiar.

There was a thinly contained wildness in his eyes, like those of a feral wolf. The way he moved was like a viper waiting in the tall grass or a scorpion biding its time in the crevice of a rock. He oozed the grim, deadly ferocity of the wastelands. The sensation was wholly familiar to Cloudhawk.

But, he’d never met this man before. In fact, there were only a few people alive who knew who he was.

He was strong but was exceedingly low-key and absolutely terrifying. Only a handful of the common people knew about him, for his existence was a closely-kept secret of the city’s elite. He was the Court of Shadows’s second in command – Atlas.

I don’t have any problem with this guy. Why’d he try to kill me?

Cloudhawk had no idea!

Dawn’s white face grew even paler. “Give me the antidote!”

“It’s no use. My target always dies – there is no antidote for a sting from Deathstalker. [1]” Atlas looked at her with a blank and indifferent gaze. The relic weapon in his hand, the dagger he called Deathstalker, glowed with a faint wine hue. It certainly looked like the lethal stinger of its namesake. “His fate is sealed. He will die down here.”

“Atlas, I thought you were worth a damn. Shameless!” Dawn was mad with fury. “Come at me if you have the sack. Why attack a novice?!”

“He killed my younger brother. He had to die.”

Atlas’s eyes slithered back over to Cloudhawk, and there was nothing in them but an infinite cold. Not a hint of emotion lived in those soulless orbs. He returned his dagger to its sheath and turned away, ready to slip back into the shadows.

1. The name of this creepy emo punk’s weapon is “hell scorpion.” The Deathstalker scorpion is a real thing and abso-fucking-lutely terrifying. A sting can cause convulsions, coma, and death. Google a picture so you can suffer as I did. Sweet dreams. There definitely isn’t one in your bed sheets right now.


53 / Grudge Held


Dawn rushed at him, Terrangelica bared and carving a trio of slices through the air, one after another. Atlas felt the impossibly sharp attacks bearing down and spun around, responding with six swings of his own. His speed and skill were on full display as each riposte and counterattack was perfectly executed. This was no typical short sword either. They were stings from the deadly relic blade, Deathstalker!

This special and lethal weapon had two special properties. The first was that it siphoned power from its victim, and the second was its toxic bite.

When Deathstalker’s blade met flesh, it reacted by releasing a fog. It looked like smoke, as though from a fire, but it was in fact venom. The potency of it depended on the strength of Deathstalker’s wielder, but more than that, it could also melt right through armor. There weren’t many defenses that could ward it off.

Just the thought of it made one’s hair stand on end. Deathstalker might not have been the strongest relic, but it was certainly among the most lethal. It was tailor-made for assassins.

Its strength-siphoning ability was also unique. A normal two-foot short sword wasn’t going to stop a hammer or axe in direct combat, but Deathstalker was not normal. After contact, it stole power from the attacker and pushed it into the short sword itself.

Ordinarily, if the two rivals clashed weapon-to-weapon, their matched strength would knock both away. However, Deathstalker absorbed the force that would have normally knocked Atlas back and redirected it. As his opponent was knocked back, he could push forward to seal his victim’s fate with the weapon’s venom.

Atlas’s offensive was fierce, decisive, bold, unconstrained, and insidious. But, after a few exchanges, Dawn saw a weakness in his stance. She exploited it, hacking her sword at him. Atlas brought Deathstalker around to block and at the same time, his blade seethed with a dark energy.

Clang!

The deep purple hue surrounding Deathstalker scattered on impact, but Dawn was knocked back while Atlas didn’t move at all. He catalyzed his relic again, and the unsettling hue returned, coiling around the blade like a hellish flame. It carved a black wedge through the air.

Fierce, cunning, ruthless, and unflinching.

Atlas demonstrated all the qualities of a master assassin. Despite Dawn’s family and reputation, he attacked her without mercy. She was still trying to regain her footing when he bore down on her. However, the Polaris family’s pride kept a level head. With a chilly snort, she thrust the tip of Terrangelica into the ground.

Boom!

The sound of an explosion ripped through the tunnels!

Moments after striking the ground, shockwaves erupted from the sword like the epicenter of an earthquake. Just as the razor-sharp edge of Deathstalker was about to pierce Dawn’s porcelain skin, the force knocked Atlas back.

“Die!”

She quickly determined where Atlas was going to land and summoned Terrangelica’s powers accordingly. In just the spot where he was about to land, a spike of jagged rock jutted forth.

But, who could have expected Atlas to suddenly stop in midair as completely as if he had suddenly landed in water? Instead of hitting the ground as gravity demanded, he planted his feet on the tunnel’s walls. Atlas stood there, perfectly parallel to the ground.

Dawn wasn’t going to let this bastard outplay her so easily.

Terrangelica’s mighty powers manifested once again and surged towards her opponent. This energy was completely invisible, yet Atlas seemed to know it was coming. Continuing to violate the laws of physics, he leaped off the wall and somersaulted onto the ceiling. His feet tread along the top of the tunnel as surely as if he were standing on the ground with the rest of them.

He swung at Dawn with Deathstalker in his right hand and scattered a handful of five or six pitch black darts with his left. Each one fluttered through the air like a butterfly. One could be forgiven for thinking they had minds of their own, for they whipped around to attack Dawn from all sorts of odd angles. She had no choice but to rely on the protection of her aegis mirror. The air congealed into an impenetrable, invisible wall all around her. Atlas’s darts struck it and were stopped in their tracks.

Dawn Polaris was gathering herself for a counterattack, but Atlas had lost any interest in continuing the fight. Like a spider, he skittered away along the roof and disappeared into the shadows. He’d escaped the range of any attack she could muster, and besides, his advantage was in speed. No matter how hard she gritted her teeth, she had to accept that he’d gotten away.

Atlas was what people feared when they thought of assassins and sneak attacks. Few within Skycloud City would survive his deadly attention.

Their brief encounter proved that Dawn wasn’t the assassin’s target. Atlas was a remarkable combatant who knew his strengths and weaknesses, so he knew a protracted battle against Dawn would not turn out in his favor.

“Piece of shit, piece of shit! I’ll kill you. Do you hear me?!”

Like a furious lioness, Dawn roared into the darkness, causing her soldiers to wince from the sudden noise. None of them were eager to give chase.

“Garbage. You’re all useless trash. Do you know that?”

With her opponent gone, Dawn turned her fury on the soldiers. If they weren’t so useless, Cloudhawk wouldn’t have been assassinated by Atlas. If they weren’t completely brainless, he wouldn’t have gotten away! She was confused and unsure of what to do next. If she knew this was going to happen, she wouldn’t have brought Cloudhawk here…

This bullshit mission – to hell with it!

Dawn, who had never accepted a defeat in her life, was ready to give up on their task. Although she knew there was almost no hope for Cloudhawk, she had to at least try. Maybe if she brought him back in time, Mr. Ink would be able to do something. 

She could hardly believe she was so upset over the life of some petty thief. She fought against the bitter aftertaste of this revelation as she looked around for Cloudhawk in order to save his life. However, as she approached his prone form, one of his eyes popped open followed by the other. He took a few sly glances to the left and right.

“Is he gone?”

Oddball nodded its fluffy little head.

“Holy shit, that germy asshole almost did me in. You really saved my ass this time.”

Cloudhawk sat up like he was getting up from a nap. Where were the signs of the venom? Dawn’s emotions ran the gamut from shock to relief and then to doubt. “Why aren’t you dead?!”

Cloudhawk stared at her. “Are you that eager to see me in a coffin?”

She rubbed her jaw and looked him over. “It’s impossible. I’ve never heard of anyone surviving Atlas’s venom.”

Cloudhawk paid her no mind. Beneath the tear of his shirt, a knife wound that was neither very deep nor very long could be seen. Deathstalker’s venom was so potent that all it needed to do was draw blood to deliver a lethal dose. Thus, for Atlas, it didn’t matter how deep his strike cut – he only needed to nick his target. Once the venom spread through his victim, it would finish the job for him.

Cloudhawk acknowledged that the scorpion-like weirdo had a weapon just as odd as he was. The potency of the toxin was directly correlated to the amount of energy channeled through the relic. If the assassin’s initial attack had landed, Cloudhawk could have had half a dozen lives and still be dead.

Where he was lucky was in blocking that first strike.

Atlas first blow knocked away Cloudhawk’s defenses. It succeeded in sapping his strength, but the interval between attacks was too short for him to summon the same strength as his first blow. As a result, the potency of the sword’s toxin was reduced. Ultimately, that saved Cloudhawk’s life.

Atlas was no one to sniff at. That was for sure.

Cloudhawk’s danger sense was almost instinctive, but Atlas was practically right on top of him and he’d felt nothing. Deathstalker was practically in his face by the time he was made aware of the attack. That could only mean he had some sort of relic concealing his presence, something like Cloudhawk’s own invisibility cloak. In addition, Atlas had exceptional skills as an assassin and hadn’t revealed his lethal intent until the very last moment.

Cloudhawk was happily taken aback by Oddball’s reaction in particular.

The strange little bird had spotted Atlas before he did, which could only mean that it was able to see the invisible. It was able to spot the assassin who was creeping closer and warn his master.

Cloudhawk’s new pet wasn’t just a great scout. It was also an excellent early warning system! With Oddball by his side, he could use the bird to scout out dangerous areas and reveal anything that might be lying in wait.

How many more surprises did this little guy have? Cloudhawk scratched Oddball’s head in appreciation.

Dawn wasn’t all that pleased with being ignored. “The smallest bit of Deathstalker’s venom can kill a master demon hunter. How did you survive?”

She could see the area around the wound had turned black, but it hadn’t spread far. In fact, even as she watched, the rotten borders began to slowly recede. Foul, black blood oozed from the wound.

Was he a control metahuman? Could a control metahuman of sufficient skill expel venom in his blood?

Supposedly high-grade control metahumans were able to exercise perfect control over their muscles and blood vessels to purge venom. Only, venom from a relic defied that sort of control – after all, no control metahuman, no matter how strong, could control every cell.

Cloudhawk blinked as he tried to think up a lie. “It’s a secret.” [1]

For the first time, he was starting to think that maybe Roste’s parting gift wasn’t such a curse.

Dawn’s eyebrows went vertical. Was he immune to poison? That would mean the poison Mr. Ink injected him with was also useless.

She was smart enough to guess the gist of it. The poison General Polaris had given him was slow-acting. Since it wasn’t as intense as Deathstalker’s, it didn’t awaken his body’s defense, but once it “woke up”, his immune system wasn’t just going to stand by.

He hadn’t cared about that poison business from the very beginning.

Now that the danger had passed, Cloudhawk calmed down and grew solemn. “Why did he want to kill me? Who is his younger brother? Why can’t I remember anything about that?”

“Atlas’s family has close ties to the Court of Shadows. He is an Umbra. I remember he had a younger brother named Raith. He wasn’t worth much.”

Raith? Raith Umbra? The one with that weird arrow that almost killed him?

Cloudhawk slapped his forehead. When fate was against you, a single fart could start a shitstorm. That guy having a brother was bad enough, but his big brother had to be a world-class assassin. He would rather have Frost de Winter, Dawn Polaris, or Blaze as his arch-nemesis than Atlas.

He was like the specter of death, hiding in every shadow. Who knew the next time he’d leap out of some dark corner to take his life? It made him furious! Raith’s death was his own damn fault. Cloudhawk wouldn’t have had it any other way.

In the end, he just wasn’t strong enough!

Cloudhawk made himself a promise. He would wait… wait until he was strong enough. Then, Frost and Atlas would learn the cost of pissing him off!

1. Smooth.


54 / Oddball's Abilities


“The Umbra family isn’t very notable in Skycloud, but they possess very uncommon abilities. You killed one of theirs. I don’t think they’ll ever forgive you.” She frowned once she learned what happened. “You saw what Atlas can do. The Umbras are not a family to be trifled with.”

Raith was small potatoes – a demon hunter but a weak one. Cloudhawk didn’t think dealing with him would cause so much trouble down the line. First, he got caught by Claudia, who was trying to get revenge. Now, he had Atlas to deal with because of what happened to his brother. His whole family in fact. It was definitely not pleasant news.

“I have a solution!” With a mischievous look on her face, she saddled up to Cloudhawk, patting her ample chest. “Swear allegiance to me and I’ll make you my personal guard. You’ll be with me every day. That way, we can keep you safe!”

“The lady’s got jokes.” Distrust was clear on Cloudhawk’s face. “I almost died and you were two feet away.”

She couldn’t stop someone like Atlas, who could creep out of the shadows at any moment and disappear just as quickly. And how could Cloudhawk agree to be anyone’s loyal servant? It was unthinkable!

More importantly, the Polaris family was preparing to send him off to that training camp. He would rather take his chances out there than be this girl’s lapdog.

“What do you mean? I didn’t see him at first, but I fought him off right away. If I wasn’t here, nothing would have stopped him from finishing the job. Would you still be standing in front of me complaining then?” She sniffed in irritation. “Atlas has to show me some respect anyway. If you were my man, he wouldn’t dare carelessly attack you again. I’m the only person in the city who can protect you. I’m the only one who’s offering to.”

As he listened to her righteous promises, her self-sacrificing oath of protection, and the implications of her words, Cloudhawk felt deeply touched within his heart. The words came rising up through his throat, and he carefully enunciated each syllable.

“Not. A. Chance.”

Dawn Polaris was hopping mad. “Do you have any idea how many people adore me in this city?! You have no idea what you’re throwing away. You’ll regret it for the rest of your life!”

“If you told me there were a bunch of people who adored Selene, I might believe you. You, though…” He shot her a glance. “I dunno if you could ever find so many masochists in one place.”

“You want me to beat the shit out of you!” Dawn was literally stomping around in fury when she raised her blade against him.

All of a sudden, Cloudhawk vanished into thin air.

Dawn froze, thought for a moment, and then deflated like an angry balloon. No one compares to me, except maybe Selene – that bitch. She did always have fans ever since she was little. Is it true that no one likes me? No… they’re just blind!

“Hey, come out. I’m not gonna cut your head off.”

“I found a clue, and I’m going after my merchant friends. This is too important for me to be screwing around with you. We’ll meet up later.”

Cloudhawk’s voice reached her from down the tunnel. Her temper seethed just below the surface, but she managed to keep it suppressed.

He had indeed found a clue, one that told him that the Bloomnettle company survivors were likely with Majjhima. Under these circumstances, it wasn’t smart to bring Dawn along since Majjhima and Squall were both considered felons – the kind they were supposed to kill on sight.

Things were getting better between Dawn and Cloudhawk, and he didn’t want to put her in a tough spot. It made more sense for him to go searching on his own. At least, that’s how she saw it, and the thought satisfied her. This guy had a terrible attitude but was at least thinking about her.

Her guess was more or less the right one.

Cloudhawk’s aim was to save the merchant family and to also warn Majjhima of what was coming. That was the best he could do, though. Whether or not they escaped from their hunters would be up to them and the whims of fate. After all, Majjhima was no friend. Warning him about what dangers lurked in the tunnels was more than what could be expected.

Anyway, Dawn’s group was too conspicuous. If Atlas decided he wanted to cause more problems or if they ran into Frost de Winter during their search, that would put Cloudhawk in a pretty uncomfortable position. Going it alone was smarter. He made a smaller target and was harder to pin down.

Cloudhawk had only gone a short way into the tunnel before he was engulfed in pitch darkness. He couldn’t see his hand in front of his face.

Troublesome. He’d forgotten to bring some sort of light with him.

He slowly came to a stop. It’d been so long since anyone was down here that it felt claustrophobic. The air was stuffy, and the ground was slick with sludge. Finding Majjhima like this was not going to be easy. But, as Cloudhawk mulled over the problem, his little bird companion perked up. Oddball fluttered off of his shoulder, and then, the unexpected happened.

Oddball’s golden feathers began to glow and he suddenly looked like a huge firefly. It wasn’t enough light to fill the tunnel, but it was enough for Cloudhawk to see where he was going. He beamed at his little friend. “Interesting. You’re your own little torch, huh?”

What else did this little creature have to do to prove its pricelessness? It could read his thoughts, scout, warn him of danger, and light the way – it was the best pet he could ask for. What deadly relic weapon could hold a torch to this little guy? Literally.

Cloudhawk was determined to do his best and make sure this weird little fluffball grew well. He didn’t have any friends who really knew him, and a companion like this really helped dispel the loneliness he sometimes felt. 

However, the light wasn’t inexhaustible. After about fifteen seconds, Oddball’s light began to dim.

The growing creature was already low on energy, and so it asked Cloudhawk to lend him some power. Without hesitation, he reached out with his psychic energy, the same way he did when Oddball was just an egg. The two started to resonate, and Cloudhawk’s psychic energy slowly drained while Oddball’s recovered. The light returned, a little stronger than before.

Divine creatures were basically special relics, and Cloudhawk could communicate with Oddball the same way he did with his cloak or book. His psychic energy activated Oddball’s powers in the same way, but where it differed from typical relics was that it grew and developed its own abilities.

The two were closely tied. Cloudhawk had to get stronger if Oddball was to grow up, and he was determined to get stronger soon. As Oddball grew up, it was sure to do even more amazing things! While Cloudhawk’s psychic energy flowed, the little bird twittered happily and flapped around. Thankfully, it didn’t require much energy, so they could keep this up for several hours before it got tiring.

But, time waited for no man.

He had to find Majjhima. He had to find Squall!

Majjhima had left clues along the tunnels, but a group of a hundred survivors had also left signs of their passage. Cloudhawk picked them out and eventually gathered enough to figure out their direction. As he picked his way through the tunnels, he was also careful to erase any clues he found. He had to do whatever he could to throw Atlas and Frost off the scent.

As he was closing in on his targets, a whistling sound rose through the darkness. A soldier’s arrow was headed straight for him!

Cloudhawk scowled. Did he run into another group of hunters? He whipped to the side just in time for the arrow to zip past and lodge itself in the wall. Half of it was buried in the stone, while the other half quivered.

He didn’t even have time to steady himself before a second and then a third arrow followed. They each came right on the heels of the one before it out from the darkness of the tunnels. Cloudhawk threw himself around, wildly dodging the attacks and eventually caught sight of who was shooting at him.

Those weren’t soldiers.

About six or seven people had come upon him, none of them weaklings. They had to be some of the convicts who’d escaped from prison. They’d probably stolen the bows from soldiers or took them from their corpses.

“Wait, wait!” he hissed. “I’m Cloudhawk. I’m the one who got you out of prison. I’m not after you.”

His answer was another volley of arrows.

These guys weren’t deaf, just determined to make sure Cloudhawk was dead. Down here, there weren’t any supplies. They had no food, no water, nothing except what they could take from others. These men were criminals – counting on them to appreciate what he did in the prisons was like counting on a cow to climb trees.

Splash! Without warning, a spray of blood painted the tunnel walls.

One of the convicts gaped as somehow, without a sound, his throat opened up. He fell to the ground and twitched as the life drained out of him. What the fuck?! How was there no sound at all?

The rest of them had only a moment to ponder the question before a dark blade started hunting them through the shadows. A ruthless hack buried it into a convict’s back and pierced into his heart, ending him instantly. Cloudhawk wrenched his sword free, and a fountain of blood began spurting, but still, there was no sound. There was no sound as it ripped through cloth and skin and no sound as it slipped back out. The others only noticed when they heard the patter of blood and the thud of their companion hitting the ground.

“Come out! Show yourself!”

The surviving convicts were shaken. They waved their weapons through the air to ward off the darkness, but the monster in the shadows gave them no room to breathe. The black blade moved again, and more lives were lost. Soon, only one remained.

A ghost! There are ghosts down here!

His companions had soundlessly died one after another, all in a matter of seconds. Whatever terrifying weapon that was, the others hadn’t heard it as it passed, not even when it was buried in their bodies.

The last one only managed a few steps before the shadow came for him. Cold steel pressed against his throat the blade suddenly and soundlessly appeared in front of him. He went as stiff as a board.

“Where is Majjhima?”

“They’re ahead, under attack. I’ve answered your question, spare-“

The convict crumpled to the ground, eyes wide and gaping into the darkness of the tunnels.

Cloudhawk gently waved Quiet Carnage through the air. It was frighteningly sharp, he thought to himself. He barely felt it as he killed the convicts. Those men were doomed the moment they decided to attack him.


55 / Deterrence


Profound stillness. Stifling gloom.

This was a small section of the tunnels, about three hundred square meters housing a couple hundred people. Lamps were set in distant corners, but they didn’t do much to dispel the darkness. Like all the other tools of Skycloud, so long as they were in the city, they could be used indefinitely. A few boxes were scattered around containing essentials like food and water, but there weren’t many and they were quickly emptying.

A man as thin as withered weeds, with hair to his shoulders, sat cross-legged on the floor. He was covered in grime from head to toe, gathered in the craggy lines on his face. A scar ran down his face and over one of his eyes, giving him an even more savage appearance. His back, shoulder, and chest were covered in wounds. Lotus hovered over him, doing what she could. “We don’t have any medicine. I can’t do much.”

Majjhima’s voice remained low and steady. “This old man’s got tough bones. None of this is worth worrying over.”

This group had survived down here the last few days thanks to Majjhima’s contacts, whom he had deliver much-needed supplies. But, their good luck couldn’t last forever. Skycloud’s hounds were closing in, and the ways out were sealed. For all of Majjhima’s clout and contacts, it proved not so easy for them to slip out of the military’s noose. 

His organization was four hundred members strong before supplies grew too strained. A group wanted to take it all for themselves, and fighting broke out. By the end, over a hundred people had died. Their corpses were littered among the tunnels and were already beginning to smell.

It was ironic. Majjhima brought them all here, hid them from attackers in the tunnels, and drew on his network to give them supplies only for their greed to trump it all. Was their small pile of food and water really worth it?

Those jackasses were too dense to realize that Skycloud’s blockades would diminish eventually. If they wanted to live, their best bet was to rely on the resources Majjhima could provide. If something happened to him, any hope of getting stuff from the outside died with him.

No.

In fact, everyone knew it well. And they figured it was better to nab what he had before someone else did. At least then, they would be able to live longer than the other guy.

And after that, what then? Fuck it! Every man for himself. Live moment by moment.

Of the two hundred or so people who still listened to him, a hundred were from Bloomnettle Company. They never breathed a word of revolt, and he honored his promise to look after them. 

“Boss, bad news! They’re coming again!”

A dozen shapes starting moving in through the darkness of the tunnels. The one who led them was a whip-thin man clad all in black, his limbs no thicker than a bamboo branch. His hair was a disheveled mop atop his head like a wig on a skeleton. Everything about him oozed malice and made one’s skin crawl.

This one was unique. Rasputin was put in jail after raping and murdering a dozen young women. His violent and ruthless style could handle ten soldiers at a time. Today, he had a pair of swords, patchwork weapons made from disassembled military weaponry.

All at once, a palpable fear spread through Majjhima’s followers.

This skeletal man’s weapons had tasted a lot of blood, much of which they witnessed firsthand. A tenth of the bodies that were rotting in the darkness were put there by him. Fear of him was, in no small part, the reason so many went to his side.

Majjhima stood up and walked over towards the man, staring at him eye-to-eye. “Escaping’s going to be hard enough without us trading bodies.”

“Cut the shit. I gave you a chance. You keep half your stuff…” The skinny man’s snake-like eyes slithered through the crowd until he found what he was looking for. “… and we get them.”

Lotus’s face twitched. Twelve young women shivered while the rest of Bloomnettle Company shivered in fear.

The men Rasputin took with him eyed them like hungry wolves. All of them were violent offenders – strong, violent, and evil.

“We’re locked down here, and we don’t know when or if we’ll ever get out. I’d like to enjoy a woman’s unique… flavor before I die.” Dripping with foul intent, Rasputin’s eyes raked over the girls. They lingered a little longer on the doctor, Lotus. That full chest, tight ass, and pretty cheeks. He felt it like a fire in his stomach was awakening a beast inside him. A dark red tongue darted out as he licked his lips. “Anyone who wants to join me, I promise you get a piece.”

Majjhima scowled. It was plain as day Rasputin was deluding them, but times like these brought out the worst in people. Their mostly small and petty selves emerged, and he knew some were ready to accept the offer.

“Half of what we have, but no one goes with you.” Majjhima stood firm, all coolness and restraint. “Cloudhawk made me responsible for them. You saw what he could do. What do you think he’ll do to you if you mess with his people?”

“What, come after me? Hahaha!” There was a tinge of madness in his laugh. “Skycloud had people closing in as we speak. Who knows if we’ll even make it to tomorrow? Do you think I care if I upset that little shit? Hell, if he could really do what he said, how’d he get caught in the first place? I’m dying down here anyway. Let him kill me.”

“You’re right!” Someone in the crowd stepped forward and looked at the young girls. “They don’t contribute, but they eat all our food and drink our water. For what? Cloudhawk’s probably already been captured. He’s not coming down here!”

Someone joined them. Then, another. And another.

“When food and water are so scarce, you have to trade what you can. You either fight or you pay with your body. Otherwise, what are you doing to earn your keep? Keep the women and kill the kids and the old. That’s what I say. It’s only fair!”

“That’s right!”

“Why should we share with them?”

The Bloomnettle Company was a big group, and most of them weren’t fighters. Majjhima didn’t stop anyone and just let them go. He watched twenty or thirty people betray him.

Even the people who were loyal to Majjhima tried to convince him that they were just a burden. That even if Cloudhawk did come down here, it was unlikely he’d even find them. He had enough on his plate already without having to handle the garbage too.

“If you’re going to be stuck in your ways, then I’m going to have to take them myself.” Rasputin had just taken a fourth of their people and dealt a staggering blow to their morale. Now was the right time to take what he wanted. “You see that one there? Big tits, nice ass, pale skin… fine Skycloud goods right there. I heard she was a doctor too. You fellas want some of that?”

Lotus felt a dozen rotten stares crawl over her as she pressed herself back against the wall, covered in sweat. In the city, doctors were respected. Lotus wasn’t gorgeous, but she was pretty and full figured. She had a lot of feminine charm, and these men, who’d been locked up in the dark for years, found it difficult to control themselves.

“Kill them!”

Rasputin knew he’d aroused their dark appetites. “Whoever brings me the old man’s head gets first dibs on her!”

The men around them began to hoot and whistle. And just as they got ready to pounce, a cold light flashed from the tunnels.

A simple-looking black gold sword lashed out from the shadows. Like slicing tofu, it cut through Rasputin’s left shoulder down through his right abdomen. The strike was impossibly sharp and completely silent.

Then, the blade turned and cut from his left abdomen out through his right shoulder. And then, it cut once more across his right arm, tearing through rib, lung, and heart as it exited the left arm. In the blink of an eye, all three attacks swept through him.

All without a sound.

The others came to their senses when they saw Rasputin fall down in neat chunks. Someone knocked him over like an angry child barreling through building blocks. Blood seeped out in gallons, spreading out along the floor in a gruesome bloom.

A man stood above the pile of meat, wearing a mask, a grey cloak, and holding a sword as silent as death. He stood still as the sanguine petals grew beneath his feet. Finally, his eyes rose to sweep over the others. In a voice like the rasp of the grave, he asked them a question, “Bad things happen to those who are ungrateful. Someone want to prove me wrong?”  

When Lotus saw who it was, tears fell down her cheeks like a waterfall. All the people of Bloomnettle began to cry.

It only took one man to cut Rasputin apart like he was nothing. It filled them with confidence.

No one had seen Cloudhawk arrive. They didn’t even see what he did. Many people still had no idea. To them, it looked like Rasputin had just fallen to pieces. In fact, several men were fixated on their goal and lunged forward before they noticed. Cloudhawk lazily stretched out his hand and, amidst the sound of rasping gravel, an arrow of sand shot out. It shot through all three of them. They screamed and died.

The crowd started to share uncomfortable looks. People began to try and back away.

Rasputin was no weakling, and in a straight fight, it wasn’t guaranteed that Cloudhawk could take him. But, with the help of the chaos and his invisibility cloak, he was able to get in close for a surprise attack. With the addition of Quiet Carnage’s powers, he cut the man to pieces before he knew what happened. 

Cloudhawk knew some of the angry men out there were dangerous murderers who could fight as well as Rasputin. Majjhima’s people were weak even with Cloudhawk on their side, and if they chose now to charge, things would get bad in a hurry.

But, the opposite happened.

His sudden arrival and ruthless style made him mysterious, and all residents of Skycloud had a sense of fear and worship for demon hunters. Terror kept them locked in place.

One of them scrambled to his feet. “This was all Rasputin’s idea. None of us wanted to do it! Spare us!”

Cloudhawk drew his eyes back and forth over the crowd, letting the moment linger. “Do not let me see you. Ever again. Now, fuck off.”

Granted forgiveness, they turned and fled into the dark tunnels.

Cloudhawk knew that they weren’t going to get anywhere. Dawn Polaris was not far behind, and they were headed right for her. They had more of a chance against Cloudhawk, and soon, that she-devil was going to prove it to them. But by then, it’d be too late.

Sending them into her hands was like handing her victory.

There were a lot of people who fled from the prisons, but the majority of them were here. If she snatched them up, she would have most of the more dangerous criminals, which left little for Atlas and Frost to squabble over and more than enough for her to prove she was the winner.


56 / Another Encounter


Majjhima was looking after a hundred and eighty people, himself included.

Cloudhawk noted the lamps and crates of supplies and deduced from their presence that Majjhima had to be using his outside connections to remain stocked. Smart. Otherwise, they would have starved down here already.

Majjhima and his people were shocked and happy to see Cloudhawk among them once again. However, they didn’t know how he’d managed it. How did he find them down here in the darkness? Was there anything he couldn’t do?

As he walked over to the crowd, his grey cloak fluttered behind him. Dim light played off the contours of his mask, making Cloudhawk look even more mysterious. The bloody sword was still in hand, and the memory of what it’d just done made the survivors uncomfortable. 

Majjhima had kept in contact with his people above ground, and supplies weren’t the only things he’d gathered. He heard all the news: a theft at the commander’s compound, fire at the governor’s mansion, and Squall’s rescue from under everyone’s noses. Each incident was a challenge to Skycloud’s authority that made his heart race.

And yet, it was strange. Cloudhawk accomplished his mission, didn’t he? What was he doing down here? After everything he’d done, the fact that he was still breathing should have been enough. How many lives did he think he had?

However ruthless and headstrong some of these men were, none of them dared do anything but bow and scrape before Cloudhawk. Their savior paid them no mind. “Where is Squall? I don’t see him.”

Everyone remained quiet.

“It’s been one thing after another down here. I don’t know where he went. The tunnel system is complicated and intersects with a number of natural caves. If he got lost, then I’m afraid…”

Cloudhawk was silent for a few moments. He mulled over the sort of person Squall was and the latter’s ultimate wish of becoming a demon hunter. After seeing the cruelty and hypocrisy of the world, it had to have dealt him a serious blow. Was he still the same boy who worshipped Arcturus Cloude?

Some of Skycloud’s most adept warriors were currently hunting through the tunnels. Would Squall stay safe? There wasn’t anything Cloudhawk could do about it now, so Squall’s fate had to be left in his own hands. He hoped his friend made it.

“What’s your plan? Escape the city?”

“It’s a lot more confusing down here than we thought. Even with a map, it takes time to figure out where you are. Besides, being serious criminals, will it make any difference if we leave the city? There isn’t a city throughout the domain that’d take us.”

“Then you’re thinking…”

“… of staying down here.” Majjhima shot Cloudhawk a mischievous smile. “The upper tunnels are being tightly monitored by those who hunt us, but deeper in the system, there are caves and tunnels from the old days. We can stay down there for a while and maybe even make a life for ourselves.”

There were serious forces down here looking for them, and Cloudhawk figured most of the escapees weren’t going to make it. Majjhima’s group still had a few dangerous criminals, and that would be a problem for the city. But, Cloudhawk didn’t care – Skycloud’s security wasn’t his concern.

Majjhima looked at Cloudhawk with a strange expression and was silent for a long time. Eventually, he made a decision. “I’d like to talk with you in private if you have the time.”

The two men stepped away from the others so they could talk alone.

“What is it?”

“I won’t lie to you. I’m an agent of the Dark Atom.”

Cloudhawk had expected Majjhima to ask for something else, not reveal his allegiance. Everyone in and around Skycloud domain knew about the fiendish organization, but they were more active out in the wastes and borderlands. It was rare for their agents to infiltrate the Elysian lands, much less their capital city. There was more to Majjhima than meets the eye.

It was unexpected, but Cloudhawk didn’t much care.

He could tell from Majjhima’s behavior and mannerisms that he wasn’t a typical city dweller, but he was also different from the other criminals. His “Wastelands Appreciation Club” was bullshit, just a way for him to gather people who might be sympathetic to his cause. Building a black market network from there was beyond the abilities of a simple criminal.

Majjhima gauged Cloudhawk’s reaction. His lack of one proved that the young man didn’t have the same repulsion most Skycloud citizens felt for the insurgency. He felt safe enough to continue.

“I’ve been living undercover in the city for years and have managed to build a good foundation. We started from the grassroots, and now, we have people in the chamber of commerce and some mid-level military personnel as well. Thanks to the jailbreak, I’m sure I can recruit several of these outlaws as well.”

Cloudhawk gave him a skeptical look. “Why are you telling me this? Aren’t you afraid I’ll expose you?”

“You can’t. I already know you aren’t a real demon hunter. You’re just like us.” Majjhima’s voice dropped even lower, and he stepped close. “We’re gathering all our resources. We’ve built enough to make a real underground power here!”

In the eyes of the Elysians, the Dark Atom was a terrorist organization.

They’d already managed execute more than a few attacks throughout the domain that have led to many deaths. As expected, the more damage done, the more the people came to hate the Dark Atom.

Cloudhawk looked over at the others milling around out of earshot. “These people aren’t idealists, and they aren’t weaklings either. Are you sure you can control them?”

“Heh, down here, there isn’t any food or water – no supplies to keep them alive whatsoever. Without me, how else are they gonna get what they need? So long as all the resources come through me, I don’t have to worry about keeping them in line. Over time, they’ll assimilate and become part of the organization.” The old snake surely looked to have everything under control. “But, if we really want to make a difference, we need a leader with the right qualifications to make the right calls.”

Cloudhawk guessed where this was going.

Majjhima didn’t keep him in suspense. “I was hoping you’d stay down here with us to lead our group. No one doubts your skills. I’ve got a few hundred people topside, and with the ones we got down here, we’ll be almost a thousand strong. That’d make you leader of the biggest insurgency group in the city, and it’ll only get bigger.”

This guy wanted Cloudhawk to be the ringleader of their little circus!

It was a solid plan. Majjhima didn’t know how strong Cloudhawk really was, but he sure wasn’t weak. More important was the fact that he was the one responsible for saving all of them from the prison and then spat in the governor’s face right afterwards. It was that kind of drive and courage they needed. Relying on him was the right call.

Leader of a thousand tunnel-dwelling terrorists…

If you’d have asked Cloudhawk if he’d one day have that opportunity, he would have laughed.

However, he had no interest or experience in leading anyone, much less a faction dedicated to the destruction of Skycloud. He didn’t have to think much before giving his answer. “I’m not the right fit. You need to find someone else.”

Majjhima wasn’t going to give up that easily. “Think on it.”

But, there wasn’t much to consider. Cloudhawk didn’t have a stake in the war between the Dark Atom and Skycloud, and he still had Skye Polaris’s poison to worry about even though Trespasser had probably constrained it. Both personally and practically, Cloudhawk couldn’t do what Majjhima was asking.

He didn’t want constraints. A thousand people sounded like power, but it was really the loss of freedom.

“Here’s a keepsake from the Atom.” Majjhima was disappointed but didn’t keep pushing. He pulled something out of his pocket and handed it to Cloudhawk. “You might not be interested now, but I’m confident there’s nothing more suitable for you. If you change your mind or run into someone else from the group, show them this and they’ll help.”

Cloudhawk had lost his rose-tinted view of the city, but it was still where he hoped to live a comfortable life. He wasn’t interested in getting embroiled in whatever spat existed between the Elysians and the Seekers.  

But, he took the token. Maybe it would come in handy one day.

“Lotus, gather everyone up. We’ve got to move.”

Cloudhawk could only be responsible for the members of Bloomnettle Company. Majjhima and the others were considered enemies of the people, and if they were caught, everyone would be killed. The only thing left he could do for them was point them towards where Dawn Polaris wasn’t going to be. Majjhima waited until their resources were packed up, told Cloudhawk they would meet again someday, and then led his people deeper into the tunnels.

“Let’s go!”

Cloudhawk was playing with the token when he suddenly stopped, frozen like he was struck by a bolt of lightning.

Lotus looked his way. “What is it?”

He didn’t answer, instead closing his eyes and reaching out with his psychic energy. It linked with Oddball who was some distance away, and through their resonance, Cloudhawk could see through the bird’s eyes. Its vision was so acute that even in pitch darkness, he could see clearly. But, Cloudhawk didn’t have time to appreciate it because what he saw spelled trouble. Real big trouble.

A large group was coming their way.

It wasn’t Dawn either. The one who led them was a handsome man in snow-white armor with a silver spear in hand. He was surrounded in an ice-cold, gallant air that was hard to forget.

Frost de Winter! This asshole again!

Cloudhawk’s eyes popped open. “Pick up the pace. We have to go as fast as we can!”

Lotus didn’t know what was happening, but she could tell from his face that it wasn’t good. They were a group of largely women and children. Even if they ran as fast as they could, how could they escape Frost de Winter’s elite soldiers?


57 / Another Exchange


Frost de Winter was an admitted germophobe. A place as foul and filthy as this tunnel was exactly the thing he hated most. It made him feel soiled from head to toe. However, self-control and perseverance kept him moving through the darkness and hunting his prey.

His party was somewhat smaller than Dawn’s, but Frost had brought five demon hunters with him. As a high inquisitor of the demon hunters, he had the right to demand a small contingent on any mission he pleased. So, although his group was inferior in terms of numbers, it made up for it in terms of combat power.

One of his subordinates – a demon hunter specialized in tracking – called out, “There are traces that show a large group has been living in the area. Up ahead.”

Frost’s voice was cold as ice. “After them!”

His people were some of the best warriors in Skycloud. The fugitives had no hope.

Five minutes later, they were flooding through a narrow tunnel. The passages down here were anything but uniform, and this one was among the more cramped. Only four people could pass through side by side, so a hundred had to file through in several lines. They came across another group trying to do the same, made up mostly of children and the elderly. They seemed to be a sizeable group.

“Kill them all!” Frost gave the order, but his men hesitated. Their orders were to capture convicts and to only use lethal force if they resisted. These folks were just normal citizens. Wasn’t wiping them out going too far? Besides, if they didn’t bring anyone back, how could they claim credit and get rewarded?

“These animals are a scourge upon Skycloud City. Bringing them back would be inviting evil into our midst. They’re nothing but a waste of space. It’s better to kill them. Merit means nothing to me. Now obey!”

“As you command!”

The soldiers rushed forward in three columns with their weapons raised. Leveling their crossbows, they pulled the triggers. The sound of twanging strings and the release of compressed air filled the tunnel, followed by a hail of crossbow bolts. A storm of deadly steel came raining down on the defenseless exiles.

Cloudhawk was in the middle of the group, trying to keep them moving and paying close attention to the situation. He hadn’t anticipated Frost would immediately choose the most violent path. The screams proved him wrong, and after the first volley, half a dozen people were laying on the floor riddled with arrows.

The shots kept coming, but a wall of coarse yellow sand rose up to plug the passage behind them.

Dozens of crossbow bolts could be heard as they thud against the wall of sand. It sounded like rain on a lake surface.

“Lotus, get everyone out of here!”

Cloudhawk pushed forward with his left hand, causing the sand wall to explode into a wave of gravel. It surged through the narrow passage and forced the soldiers’ eyes shut. The grit coalesced into sandy arrows that shot down the tunnel.

Frost de Winter grunted. He couldn’t see, but the whistling of the arrows was enough. With superb precision, he swung his silver spear through the air and knocked away each one that got close. His control and strength were flawless, leaving him in no danger from Cloudhawk’s attack.

Frost’s eyes locked onto a figure, half-seen through the sand. His lips turned in a mocking sneer. “You again.”

A deep resentment ran between the two men. Frost de Winter never saw Cloudhawk as anything but a filthy wretch, and Cloudhawk’s hatred for Arcturus’ disciple ran bone deep. Down here in the dark, scourge met nemesis.

“These people are innocent. They weren’t supposed to get caught up in this. They’ve been pardoned, so what gives you the right to exterminate them? They’re citizens of this city just like you. What you’re doing is contemptible!”

“These rats might have lived a fine life, but you’re the one who got them involved. You’re the monster here, not me – their fate was sealed when they met you. I agree, Cloudhawk. They shouldn’t have to die for your sins.”

Cloudhawk already saw through his opponent. He knew there was no point in arguing. He could have perfect logic, and nothing he said would make any difference. There was no changing this man, so Cloudhawk steered clear of the topic and tried a different tactic. “Fine. Well, Frost, meeting you down here was my shit luck. But now that we’re here, you’ve got another chance!”

Frost’s face darkened like a blizzard as he listened. He growled out his response, “What are you saying?”

“First the prison and then, the tunnels,” Cloudhawk said through a laugh. “Twice I’ve embarrassed you and proved you don’t have what it takes to capture me. I feel bad I keep making you look stupid, and I have a big heart. I figure I’ll give you one more shot.”

Frost de Winter’s pride was legendary. 

With how sharp Cloudhawk’s words were, it was shocking they didn’t immediately throw Frost into a rage. His escape from prison, freeing the convicts, and snatching Squall in plain daylight was one stinging blow to his ego after another. When he thought of what people must have been saying, the derisive laughter behind his back, Frost’s anger flared. He would rip this hateful rodent limb from limb.

Cloudhawk lifted his sword and pointed it at him. “You and me. You got the balls?”

Everyone else paused in surprise. A challenge, one on one against Lord de Winter? This guy had to be crazy. How was he any sort of match for Frost? Against the unscrupulous high inquisitor, how was this any different from suicide?

However, what Cloudhawk expected did not occur. Frost de Winter did not lose his temper and only looked at him with those infinitely cold eyes. “You think you can get in my head with a pitiful strategy like this? I’m not sure if I’m overestimating you or you’re underestimating me. Keep firing. Kill this fool!”

Cloudhawk was frozen. That was his one ploy, thought up in a moment of desperation. He wanted to make Frost furious and buy the others time to flee. Then, he would somehow stay alive until Dawn showed up. Once she got between them, the crisis would pass. However, it looked like Cloudhawk hadn’t thought it through. Frost de Winter was an arrogant shit, but he wasn’t an idiot.

The soldiers raised their crossbows and continued to fire. Several more Bloomnettle members were murdered.

As rage welled up in Cloudhawk’s heart, another sand storm arose. He decided his best shot was blocking their advance. The tunnels here were narrow, and even with so many soldiers, there were no more than ten that he had to contend with at once. Cloudhawk had enough power to fill this tiny space with choking sand.

“The sandstorm again!”

The soldiers hunkered down to protect themselves and could see nothing. Meanwhile, Frost de Winter wildly swung his spear, trying to catch Cloudhawk somewhere in the storm. But, he was gone. The scoundrel had already used his powers to vanish.

“Push on. Keep firing!”

The first line pointed their crossbows where they thought was forward. If they couldn’t kill Cloudhawk, they could at least take out more of the fugitives. But as their fingers began to squeeze the triggers, a black-gold sword emerged from the sand on their left. It’s sharp bite cleaved right through the crossbow and pierced the compressed air tank, causing it to explode into splinters.

The strangest part of it all was that during that entire sequence, not a sound could be heard. Between that and the sandy environment, the second soldier was completely unaware when the sword lashed out again and destroyed his crossbow. It was the same scene for the third and fourth soldier, all the way down the line. They sat in a half-crouch with empty hands while the sword flashed above them, disarming the second row just as quickly.

Cloudhawk’s brazen actions were unthinkable. He was directly attacking the soldiers!

Yet, why not? His invisibility cloak was a relic with nearly mythic powers, and it paired perfectly well with the deadly silence of Quiet Carnage.

Quiet Carnage cut through whatever it touched without making a sound, including human flesh. Channeling his psychic power through the sword effectively muted everything he did and made his sneaking that much more effective. He could be standing right in front of them, and they wouldn’t know.

He was also too fast for them to follow. Yet, the attacks were all aimed at their weapons and not the soldiers themselves. Two magnificent swipes of his sword and eight crossbows were destroyed. Thanks to the narrow opening, by the time the next row of soldiers took their place, the exiles had fled around a corner.

His gambit did not come without a cost, though. Although the others were now safe, Cloudhawk was left as the lone target.

The two lines of soldiers exchanged crossbows for melee weapons, and the demon hunters among them were even faster. A pair of exorcist staffs whistled through the air towards Cloudhawk from two different directions.

It was going to be difficult for him to fight these two demon hunters alone.

He pushed off the balls of his feet and sprang backwards. Half a moment later, the staffs slammed against the floor, right where he’d been standing. Each one shattered the stone floor and kicked up jagged shards. Suddenly, a shout called out from behind.

“Hmph!”

Frost de Winter leaped out from behind the line. He ran along the wall faster than Cloudhawk could follow. He felt Frost Dirge’s power crashing towards him like an ice dragon with its fangs bared.

Cloudhawk had not forgotten what happened the first time he fought Frost. He’d been holding back before, but this time, there was a brutality mixed in with the overwhelming force of his strike. He couldn’t even be compared with how he was before. Although Cloudhawk had gotten a little stronger since then, if he thought he could deflect this strike, he would be deluding himself.

But, getting out of the way was not an option. Even before the spear reached its target, the flood of power washed over him.

In half a blink, Cloudhawk was covered in frost, his joints stiffening. If the spear hit him, he would be frozen just like last time. Then, all it would take was a stiff kick to break him into pieces.

You wanna kill me? It won’t be so easy, asshole!

Embroiled in the midst of the fight, Cloudhawk wrapped a hand around the phase stone. Immediately, its powerful field engulfed him and the ground below became as soft as water. He sank into the earth right before Frost de Winter’s eyes.

The high inquisitor scowled but reacted quickly. With a brutal swing, he struck Frost Dirge against the ground and released a blast of frigid energy. 

Clang! The ground shook and freezing cold swallowed up the whole area. Teeth chattered as the soldiers all started to shiver.

Jagged icicles arose all around where Frost de Winter had struck. The other demon hunters all paled when they saw it, for Frost usually kept his powers in check. Now, they witnessed what he and his spear were capable of, and it was obvious why there were only three others who could stand in the young man’s way.

Yet, even more surprising was how Cloudhawk had slipped away.

How did he do it? They saw it clearly. He sank into the earth just before the killing blow landed. Did he have some sort of special earth-type relic that allowed him to move through the ground?

Frost de Winter pulled his spear out of the ground. The scowl on his face was colder and bitterer than ever. That rat wasn’t much of a fighter – ten of him couldn’t beat Frost in a straight battle. But, he had plenty of ways to run and hide.


58 / Mission Complete


As Cloudhawk floundered beneath the tunnel, tendrils of steam surrounded him. The cold made him shiver terribly.

Frost de Winter’s attacks were too overwhelming. He didn’t even need to strike his target since the burst of frigid energy Frost Dirge spewed was enough to give a normal person frostbite. Thankfully, Cloudhawk’s body was more resilient, but it still felt like every cell in his body was numb. He could hardly move.

The wave of cold was incredible. Well, it wasn’t quite accurate to call it a wave of cold.

Frost Dirge didn’t expel physical cold. It created an energy field that reduced the temperature in an area. Anything caught in the field naturally froze from the sudden drop and not from anything Frost’s relic produced.

Whoever was unfortunate enough to be in the field felt the effect both externally and internally. Clothes made no difference no matter how thick, and in only seconds, the victim’s muscles would lose all strength, and his organs would stop working. Frost Dirge was deadly long before it struck its target.

Even with the mystical stone, Cloudhawk was still in dire straits. There were limits to its area of effect. The phase stone made everything permeable but only to a certain extent. In his experience, the denser and thicker the obstacle, the more difficult it was for Cloudhawk to pass through it. Outside energy followed the same principles.

When Frost’s attack landed, its energy field scattered, relieving him of at least that threat. Still, even though he used the stone to avoid a direct hit from the spear, he wasn’t out of danger yet. Cloudhawk was maybe strong enough to deal with a typical demon hunter, but it was still too early for him to have any hope of surviving a fight against Frost.

He felt his blood burn through his veins, and a cold sweat sprouted from his pores. The cold that had invaded him was starting being pushed out. Slowly, he felt his normal dexterity return after about twenty seconds.

We’re not finished. This bastard has repeatedly tried to put me in the dirt. I can’t take him on yet, but that won’t stop me from fuckin’ with him!

Cloudhawk picked a spot and then used his stone to climb back up the levels. He used his invisibility cloak to make sure he stayed hidden.

Frost de Winter and the demon hunters were talking.

They were discussing their options. Cloudhawk’s phasing abilities made him particularly hard to kill, so it was a waste of time to try and pin him down. It was better to continue the hunt for fugitives in order to complete their mission, which would also perhaps lure Cloudhawk out of hiding.

Hiding near the back of Frost’s group, he quietly seethed at their plan. There was nothing this black-hearted bastard wouldn’t do.

He stepped forward. Suddenly, another figure appeared among the soldiers.

The two soldiers furthest back weren’t paying much attention when suddenly, their heads were smashed ruthlessly together. They crumpled, unconscious. Other nearby soldiers gasped in surprise, but before they could react, Cloudhawk whipped his legs around in a series of powerful kicks. Two more soldiers went flying through the air and into their compatriots.

He charged forward like a bull, making quick work of another three or four soldiers. The narrow confines of the tunnels erased their numbers advantage, and with Cloudhawk’s sudden and ferocious attack, chaos quickly followed.

One the demon hunters cried out, “Grab him! Don’t let him escape!”

However, Frost de Winter and the demon hunters were at the head of the column. When they realized an attack was coming from the rear, there was nothing they could do. Meanwhile, Cloudhawk grabbed one of the soldiers and flung him over the crowd like a sack of potatoes. He crashed into the center of the column and knocked another group of fighters to the ground.

But, soldiers were also starting to react and pounced at him from all sides. Soon, he was surrounded.

Cloudhawk’s appearance was so sudden that the soldiers didn’t have time to draw their weapons. They piled on him with punches and kicks while calling for the others to come. More and more people piled on until a dozen bodies were crushed together with more being added every second. It was like they were trying to crush him to death.

The turmoil caused Frost to lose his temper. “Morons! You’re all worthless. Get out of the way!”

The soldiers, a mass of flailing arms and legs, eventually managed to untangle themselves. In the center of the dog pile, they discovered that Cloudhawk was already gone, leaving only several of their own mostly suffocated. As they gasped for breath, Cloudhawk stepped through the right wall of the tunnel, beat the lights out of a few more soldiers, and slipped through the left wall.

Only a few of Frost’s men had been seriously injured, but Cloudhawk’s rapid sneak attacks had turned his crew into a mess of confusion. Frost had no choice but to spread his demon hunters out: three in the middle and one at each end of the column. Anywhere Cloudhawk chose to strike, he’d have to deal with at least one of them.

By now, the convicts were long gone. Frost de Winter had no way of knowing where they’d gone. With his attention on Cloudhawk, there was no way forward.

In fact, Frost’s defensive formation came too late. As useful as the phasing stone was, it demanded a lot of energy. Cloudhawk stood in a tunnel a short distance away, one hand on the wall and the other on his hip, taking deep gulps of air. Sweat was dropping off of him.

No good… I’m still not strong enough!

These guerilla tactics couldn’t continue, but as Cloudhawk tried to decide on his next move, a sensation tickled his mind. It was Oddball trying to communicate from nearby. His face immediately lit up. On time after all.

He found the right spot and wrapped his hand around the phase stone. Using the last of his strength, he pushed his psychic energy through the stone and slipped through the wall. No sooner did he pass to the other side than his legs gave way, and he collapsed onto someone. They both tumbled to the ground.

A sweet smell filled Cloudhawk’s nostrils. His left hand rested on something both soft and supple. His heart nearly stopped when he looked down and saw the beautiful pale face of the woman he was lying on.

“Having fun groping my ass?”

Cloudhawk was mortified to discover that his arm was wrapped around Dawn’s waist, and his hand just so happened to grab the most convenient spot when he tried to steady himself. That would explain the soft and supple feeling. He awkwardly retracted his hand and opened his mouth to speak when his world suddenly began to spin. He hit the wall with bone-jarring force.

“Alright, you perv!” Dawn stood over him, glaring daggers. “You think you can take advantage of a lady like me? I may be a heavenly beauty, but I’m no floozy! You’re getting off easy if I don’t castrate you!”

Bullshit! Where did all your strength disappear to? You fell on purpose. You’re looking for an excuse to beat me up!

Dawn and her team had captured more than a hundred prisoners, most of them Rasputin’s men. The members of Bloomnettle Company had also joined them. Oddball fluttered over from down the tunnel, coming to rest on his master’s shoulder. It was all thanks to this little guy.

Oddball’s pricelessness became more obvious with every passing minute.

While leading Lotus and the others to safety, Cloudhawk had Oddball keep an eye on their path. The news that Frost was coming gave him enough time to find a narrow hallway with which to neutralize Frost’s advantage. If it weren’t for those precious minutes, they would have been sitting ducks. While he was preparing to fend Frost’s men off, he had sent Oddball out to look for Dawn.

Dawn Polaris’s punctual arrival was also thanks to the bird since it led her this way. Oddball was more than helpful. It was smart enough to do all sorts of complicated tasks. Cloudhawk’s companion was definitely going to be a huge help in the days and fights to come.

The sound of marching footsteps rang through the tunnel.

The sound brought a broad grin to Dawn’s face. She drew Terrangelica and thrust it into the ground. Planting her feet, with both hands on the relic’s pommel, she filled the area with a vigorous regality.

Frost de Winter and his men appeared down the corridor, coming their way. When he saw who was waiting for them, he had to rethink his approach.

“I didn’t think we’d meet again so soon.” She stood as still as a statue but did not use her powers. “Our last contest wasn’t very satisfying. You wanna go again?”

Frost was no fool. If they were above ground, he’d be happy to injure her pride, but down here, Terrangelica was more dangerous than ever. So much as a vibration could bring the whole tunnel down on his head. Frost and his men were outmatched.

“You can’t protect him forever.”

“Maybe I can.”

The look Frost leveled at Cloudhawk was so full of malice that it was almost cutting. He then turned his eyes back to Dawn who stared back without a care. The slightest bit of power crackled through his hand into Frost Dirge.

Terrangelica began to shiver.

Frost felt a wave of stifling power sweep through him, ready to explode at any moment. The ground shook slightly below his feet, and a crack loudly started to grow through the ceiling overhead.

“Withdraw!” Frost swallowed his rage and wounded pride. They retreated back the way they’d come.

Dawn muttered something about cowards before pulling Terrangelica from the ground, slipping it back into its sheath. She strode over to Cloudhawk, grabbed a fist full of his clothing, and yanked him to his feet. She brushed the dust off his shoulder and then wrapped her arm around him in an affectionate headlock. “Not bad!” she said through her chuckles. “Not bad. I knew I picked the right guy. With this many convicts, I’m definitely in the lead. I’ll make sure you’re rewarded.”

Thirty seconds ago, this she-devil had smashed him into a wall and threatened to cut his balls off. Now, she was all friendship and sunshine. Cloudhawk wasn’t the only one who looked at her like she was insane.

Dawn definitely earned her “moody” reputation.

“Alright, let’s call it a day. Time to go home!”

Overall, the mission was completed without a hitch. Lotus and the others were safe, and Frost de Winter was sufficiently embarrassed. Any way you looked at it, they did well. Dawn also grabbed a bunch of convicts, enough to win this little contest and satiate her bloodlust.

Whether or not Majjhima and his people would survive down here would be up to luck. Cloudhawk hoped they could stay out of Atlas’s or Frost’s crosshairs.


59 / Returning the Favor


Skycloud’s tunnel system was as dark, silent, and gloomy as ever.

A mouse scurried along, vigilantly scanning its surroundings for danger. It skittered through the dark, unknowingly growing closer to the figure hunched in the shadows. It was unmoving, silent, giving the rat no indication it was there. Then – at just the right moment – it struck.

The rat squeaked in terror.

A young man held the rodent tightly but didn’t give it much chance to struggle. He clamped his teeth into the rat’s back, into its meat, and through its spine. Hot, fresh blood filled his mouth.

“Hooaagghh!”

The young man didn’t have a wastelander’s ability to eat anything. Before he could even swallow, the foul scent and flavor made him vomit. Only, after days of starvation, the only thing that came up was stomach acid. 

In his mind, the situation was clear. He had to persist if he wanted to survive. Dying down here wasn’t an option, not if he wanted revenge, to do what he had to do. Suppressing his disgust, he took another bite, and this time, he swallowed.

Suddenly, a light appeared somewhere behind him. How was there light down here?

The young man’s head snapped around, and the light revealed his features. Long and tangled hair jutted out in all directions, framing a dirty face that might be handsome underneath the grime. Bloodshot eyes glared through the bright light. His mouth was smeared with a mix of blood, vomit, and fur. He looked as feral as he did repulsive. Chains clinked, connected to shackles on his hands and feet. Wounds covered his body.

His deep, hoarse voice croaked through a parched throat, “Who’s there!”

The one who held the light was a young man, dressed all in black – black boots, black pants, black gloves, and a black hood. Even his face was covered in a black mask that hid his features, showing nothing but black eyes looking out. Even holding the light, the stranger was like an eerie living shadow. [1]

Atlas didn’t reply. He just looked the young man over before bending over and placing the light to one side. Reaching behind him, the assassin pulled a black dagger soundlessly from its sheath. Its dark blade reflected no light but oozed malice.

Squall’s whole body went stiff. He guessed this person had to have been sent by Skycloud to kill him. He tried to scamper back, to run.

Then, Atlas lunged at him.

Crack-clang!

His attacker was so fast that Squall didn’t even see what he’d done. Suddenly, his hands and feet felt lighter, and then, his shackles clattered to the floor. Finally, an almost forgotten sense of freedom returned. Atlas then flicked his left wrist and flung something towards him. Squall wrenched his body to the side just in time for something to whiz by. Clank. He then turned to see an iron pipe lodged in the wall.

Squall recognized what Atlas had thrown at him when he saw it. An exorcist rod, the sort used by demon hunters. He didn’t understand the man in black’s intentions. When he looked questioningly at him, he saw Atlas standing silently on the border of the light. The light rippled over him, as though the shadows were fighting to steal him back. His black dagger, however, was still as clear as ever and promised blood.

“Pull it out.”

Atlas didn’t seem accustomed to talking much. His words were curt, and his voice was hoarse, which made it hard to tell his age. But, Squall got it. He was giving him a chance to fight back.

If he wanted a fight, then he got one!

As he pulled the staff from the wall, Squall felt his heart surge with the will to survive and a thirst for vengeance. He attacked first, rushing at Atlas like the wind. Despite several days of starvation in the darkness, he still had impressive speed and strength.

He had some skill, at least more than your average soldier. However, even after half a dozen swings from the staff, Atlas remained unscathed. He flitted through the shadows like a feather, hardly real at all. Squall didn’t even catch a scrap of clothing.

Atlas half-heartedly waved Deathstalker.

An unbearable pain jolted through Squall’s shoulder. The assassin’s black blade was buried in his skin.

He stopped and stared at the wound but only for an instant. With a roar, he knocked the small sword away and took another swing at Atlas’s throat. The attack was easily deflected and followed by a swiping cut across Squall’s chest. The former merchant and one-time demon hunter hopeful fought through the injuries to keep up his assault. A third cut caught him in the leg.

They went back and forth seven or eight times. Fighting with all his strength, Squall never even got close to his assailant. Every exchange ended with Atlas giving him another wound for his trouble. However, none of them were life-threatening. The gulf in their abilities was evident, so why didn’t Atlas just kill him? Was he going to torture the boy to death?

Squall wasn’t an idiot. He knew he didn’t stand a chance. But, he wasn’t going to go die like a coward.

Atlas lazily kicked off the ground, sweeping his leg around in an arc. Squall’s exorcist rod clattered as it was knocked down the tunnel.

He fought for breath, gasping a lungful of fetid air. The wounds were painful, and he staggered under their weight, hardly able to stand. But, he stood his ground, fueled by anger alone. He roared at the man in black like a dying beast.

Atlas stood across from him, unmoving. From the start of their exchange up to now, he hadn’t moved from that spot. It was painfully obvious how handily he dealt with Squall. Black eyes wandered over the feral young man without a glint of emotion in their depths, but it wasn’t cold. It was absolute indifference without any pity or malice. 

“Is that all you can handle?”

As he broke the silence, Deathstalker fully awakened. A caustic purple haze hung around the blade’s edge like an eldritch flame. In the bleak tunnels, it looked like Death’s own weapon had come to claim him. Although Squall didn’t know what Deathstalker’s power was, he immediately recognized it as a relic and a strong one at that.

This man was a demon hunter?

Throughout their fight, not only had he been holding back his skill, but he also hadn’t even used a fraction of his abilities. Despair washed over Squall. There was no escaping this killer.

“If you’re so weak…” Atlas brandished his sword and slowly stepped closer. “… then you are of no use alive. I’ll send you on your way.”

Trepidation seized Squall as he watched, helpless. He knew there was nothing he could do. Was this his fate, to die down here at this demon hunter’s hands? Denial filled his mouth with a bitter flavor. His life couldn’t end so uselessly in these tunnels.

He snatched up the exorcist rod. Atlas maintained the same languid speed as he hacked towards him.

But, speed was relative. To Atlas, he was hardly showing any effort, but to Squall, he seemed as fast as lightning. He hardly had time to lift the staff before the deadly attack came crashing down. An unspeakable sense of peril filled his mind. He knew nothing of Deathstalker, but he knew every relic was remarkable. One hit was all it would take.

This was it, his moment of life or death.

With another roar, Squall clearly felt a mysterious power well up inside him. It roared through his body like a vibration strangely in tune with his weapon. Then, the exorcist rod began to spin. It screamed like a cyclone and friction birthed a shower of sparks.

The power of a relic! He’d awakened the staff’s power!

Squall had never shown any potential as a demon hunter, but he had never undergone any proper training. Nor had he ever actually used a relic, but he was still able to summon the staff’s power. There were few in the city who could do so without training.

But, none of that crossed Squall’s mind. Death loomed close. He didn’t have time to stand in wonder.

He heaved his weapon with all his strength towards Atlas. Staff and sword met and-

Deathstalker stopped. Squall’s exorcist rod was knocked right out of his hands.

The metallic clang of their collision hung in the claustrophobic chamber.

Huge cracks appeared as the exorcist rod once again hit the wall. The psychic energy Squall had filled it with was released all at once into the stone. He just stood there, stunned, for he thought for sure the attack was strong enough. But, to Atlas, it was not even worth a second thought.

The dark blade with its slithering purple flame inched towards his throat.

This is it! My life ends here!

All his hopes were dashed to pieces as he waited for death, but the pain he expected never came. Atlas’s sword had stopped less than a centimeter from his neck.

Why?

The purple fires slowly faded away along with its lethal aura.

Atlas unceremoniously returned the relic to its sheath. “Pick up your weapon.”

Squall didn’t understand. “What…”

“I’ll say it again. Your weapon. Pick it up.” Atlas kept staring at him with those lifeless eyes. “Three days, I’ll teach you. How much you learn is up to you.”

Squall couldn’t believe his ears.

Although he’d never learned the man’s name, his skill alone proved that he was no typical demon hunter. Without a doubt, he had to be a master, but this sort of mission wouldn’t give the likes of him or someone like Frost any accolades. Why offer to teach him? What was the logic? He was a criminal!

“Don’t ask. Don’t think. Don’t thank. Just follow orders.” Atlas’s voice was as soft as a shadow’s caress. “I owed a favor. This is my paying it back.”

Who would dare trust someone like this? But, that didn’t matter. He’d spared Squall’s life. He’d even offered to teach him. By all rights, this was beyond anything he could expect!

Squall knew that after all of this, he would never be a demon hunter. That path was closed to him, but his strange new master could perhaps give him the training he needed.

“What are you going to teach me?”

“Time is limited. I’m going to teach you to survive.”

Squall’s heart thundered in his chest, and he clenched his hands into fists. Survival was exactly what he wanted to learn.

1. My dark brotherhood assassin in nightingale armor was precisely this cool.


60 / The Plan


The first thing Frost de Winter did when he returned to the mansion was shower several times. He then sprayed himself with cologne to mask any hint of the smell he’d recently escaped. However, the discomfort in his heart couldn’t be washed away.

How was a wastelander rat like Cloudhawk able to repeatedly show him up? Even that crazy woman Dawn Polaris was now on his side. What was her grandfather thinking?! However, when Frost thought about it, he was heartened by the fact that Cloudhawk would only be in the city for another few days. Soon, the training at Hell Valley would begin, and he would be sent away. It gave him some solace.

Two hours later, in a local pub.

Frost de Winter had exchanged his armor for the typical wide-sleeved robes worn by nobility in Skycloud city. The snow-white cloth was almost magical, turning him from a dashing young military genius into an erudite scholar. However, the shrewdness in his eyes could not be concealed.

None of the food or drink on his table was touched. As always, Frost’s self-restraint was of the highest caliber. He never drank, never smoked, never enjoyed a woman’s touch, never coveted money, and had never been seen enjoying himself. Frost de Winter was always the picture of high-born discipline, driven by the desire to be the best. To achieve that, he made sure to make the most out of every second to increase his strength, reputation, and influence.

All of this was due to his excellent teacher.

Frost’s highest aspirations were to be like him. The only way to do that was to put in much more effort than a common man. He was talented, but he wasn’t even among the top ten in the city when it came to natural ability. However, he was in the top three in terms of skill and firmly believed that he was the best all-around warrior of the youngest generation.

Selene? Zephyr? One was an insurmountable talent who was as dumb as rocks, and the other had disappeared into seclusion with their father years ago. Frost considered neither his equal.

Blaze? Atlas? One was slick with no ambition, and the other was too narrow-minded to make anything of himself!

That left Dawn Polaris. She merely relied on her family and talents to push people around. Her precious family would collapse around her sooner or later, and her talents will dry up. When she joins the ranks of the base common folk, what right would she have to even challenge him?

Frost de Winter sat there, cold and aloof. He did not come from a mighty family, nor did he possess exceptional talent. However, he did have the benefit of a peerless teacher and an unyielding drive. Everything he did in his life was aimed at a single purpose, so he was convinced that no one would be able to stand in his way. He was fated to become the greatest man of his generation.

“Why is he taking so long?”

Frost’s eyebrows furrowed. He hated wasting time. It was like throwing away a precious resource. The tardiness of his companion was beginning to irritate him.

Besides, this place was full of degenerates. The stench of corruption and decadence clung to him.

This table, this chair, this carpet… who knew how many filthy plebians had touched them? It didn’t matter how often you washed them, the stench remained. Surrounded by drunken revelers and flirtatious harlots, Frost’s skin began to crawl.

How was the world filled with such short-sighted ignorance? There was so much to do, yet these fools wiled away their days in pursuit of transient pleasures. 

If Frost had a torch, he would not hesitate to burn this whole place down. But, he didn’t. He was forced to wait and suffer.

“Apologies, nephew. You’ve been waiting.”

At last, a mustached man bathed in a lordly presence pushed open the door to the private room. He was none other than the governor’s assistant, Augustus Cloude.

“No need to stand on ceremony, uncle.” Frost de Winter rose and pressed his hands together in greeting. He quickly moved the conversation along. “How are things going? Well, I suspect?”

Augustus’s expression stated otherwise. “It’s proving difficult. The place they’re sending Cloudhawk is unique. Any assassins you send won’t be able to sneak in.”

A stern displeasure crossed Frost’s face. “Then, we deal with him on the road. We do it ourselves!”

Augustus shook his head, rejecting his nephew’s plan. “Too impulsive. Skye Polaris will certainly be sending a retinue with Cloudhawk, meaning we’ll have to kill the commander’s men to achieve our goal. You can imagine, I’m sure, how the old man would react to such news. The wastelander’s life isn’t worth pitting two of Skycloud’s strongest families against one another. I cannot agree to that plan – much less the governor.”

Frost de Winter frowned. “What sort of place is Hell Valley?”

“I don’t know much about it myself. The various families send representatives every year to participate in training. Its high mortality rate is well known, but not their methods.” Augustus fiddled with his mustache as he spoke. “Unerringly, those that emerge are the elite. Best of the best. They don’t bother joining the army or any demon hunter group. They are recruited into special units or secret family organizations like the Court of Shadows. It’s elusive, mysterious, and beyond my jurisdiction to pry into.“

Frost de Winter’s scowl carved lines in his handsome face. “Is there nothing we can do?”

“The families don’t just send anyone. Only their most talented take the risk. There is no guarantee Cloudhawk survives.” Augustus tried to persuade his hot-blooded counterpart. “This is a sensitive time. There are always methods, but if something should happen to the wastelander, Skye will surely blame you. This is why Lord Arcturus has ordered that you keep your distance. The commander is not a man you wish to provoke. Our Lord is working in your best interests.”

Frost de Winter had already dismissed his uncle’s warnings. So long as Cloudhawk lived, he was a problem. He shut his eyes and thought for a time. “You said Hell Valley boasts a high death toll. Cloudhawk might not live through the training.”

“That’s right.”

“If he dies during the process, then no one can say I had a hand in it, yes?”

“That’s... indeed!”

“Then, we have our opportunity. We cannot dispatch men to the camp, but we can send trainees. We have them enroll, and they’ll deal with Cloudhawk from the inside. Nothing can be traced back to us, and Skye will have no reason to suspect our involvement.”

Augustus couldn’t hide his wry grin. “My good nephew, you are not one to be ignorant of the situation. Why do you want to kill this man so badly?”

“The wastelander scoundrel has insulted me, defiled our city, and tarnished our lord’s reputation. This I can stomach. But, something tells me that if he is allowed to live, he will become a serious threat to the master. I’m not prepared to ignore my premonition.” Frost de Winter fixed his uncle with an unflinching stare. “Are you willing to help me, uncle?”

“Alright. This once.”

Augustus Cloude was Lord Arcturus’s man and executed whatever order the master demanded. For many years, he’d lurked in the background, manipulating things to make sure the governor’s bidding was done. Never once had he violated Arcturus’s orders. This time, however, he worried that the governor’s methods were too lax.

Killing Cloudhawk was not going too far. Not in order to protect the family’s reputation or his lord’s dignity.

Augustus Cloude brought Frost to a special prison beneath the sanctuary. It was only a tenth the size of a typical prison and only housed a dozen or so inmates. However, these criminals were not your run-of-the-mill convicts. Each of them was a demon hunter who had committed atrocities, and the dungeon they occupied was built specifically to house them.

Augustus opened up one of the cages, and inside was a large man covered with chains. A sick air hung over the thirty-something-year-old man, and he was covered in scars from head to toe. He looked rabid.

Frost cast a glance towards his uncle. “This is the man you recommend? He doesn’t look like much.”

“This is the one they call the Butcher.” Augustus smirked. “Don’t underestimate him. His bloodlust is well known. He was once sent out to find a blasphemer hiding in a village. When he couldn’t discover who it was, he slaughtered every man, woman, and child. It was so bad that they locked him up down here to make sure word never got out.”

Frost still wasn’t convinced. “Is he strong?”

“More than sufficient to deal with Cloudhawk,” Augustus answered.

The governor’s disciple frowned in thought. “Be that as it may, we should have a contingency in place.”

Augustus blinked in surprise. His nephew definitely wasn’t sparing any effort this time. He reminded him of Lord Arcturus when he was young. If Frost de Winter could learn to control his moods, he would grow to become quite a man.

After a moment’s hesitation, Augustus led him to the deepest cage. “This one is truly insane. He once hid by the sanctuary until an oracle passed by and killed him. He’s slated for execution, but if you think he’s useful, I can levy the family’s influence.”

Frost nodded and called out, “Lift your head. Let’s get a look at you.”

The killer slowly raised his head, revealing the face of a man that did not look at all like the monster Augustus claimed him to be. His skin was fair, and his features were noble. Blonde haired and blue eyed, he had an impressive build. Far from frightful, he seemed almost as bashful as a young boy.

“Interesting.” Frost de Winter looked him over and then approached and unlocked his shackles. The blond-haired youth fell to the ground, rubbing his raw wrists and ankles appreciatively. Frost looked down his nose at him. “You should die a hundred times for what you did.”

The man hung his head, and a raspy chuckle followed.

Frost frowned. “What are you laughing about?”

As the last syllable left his throat, the blonde man’s head snapped up. That bashful look was gone, and in its place was a bestial insanity. In a flash, he lunged at Frost with his sharp fingernails.

Bang!

Frost de Winter used his spear to knock the rush aside and simultaneously filled the cage with a bone-chilling cold. Right away, the blonde man’s body was covered in a layer of frost. With an animal-like scream, he skittered back, but Frost pressed the attack. A dozen strikes followed one after another, forcing the man to roll to safety. He cowered in a corner gasping in fear.

“There aren’t many who can avoid my spear. Not bad.” Frost wasn’t angry at the man’s surprise attack. He walked over to where he huddled in the corner. “I’m prepared to give you a chance to live.”

This one was definitely stronger than Cloudhawk. The wastelander hadn’t been able to avoid his strike.

What’s more, this madman didn’t even have a relic or weapon. The power he displayed was purely physical strength, but there was clearly more to him than that. Frost’s plan was coming together: use the Cloude family’s influence to enroll these two in the same training program as Cloudhawk. 

From there, they could get the job done.


61 / Dawn's Generous Gifts


Skye Polaris read through the report three times and then boomed with laughter like an enormous copper bell. “Good! You’ve done well. The Court and the governor were handily defeated – you brought honor to our house. Beautiful!”

Dawn Polaris achieved excellent results in the tunnels below the city, having killed over a hundred escaped convicts and capturing a hundred more. More impressively, the ones she did capture were violent offenders from the dungeon – the most dangerous of the lot.

This impetuous, moody granddaughter of his had done very well.

Skye had noticed some maturity in her over the last few days. She hadn’t been going around stirring up trouble, and she did what she was told conscientiously. It was a welcome, if entirely unexpected, change.

“What would you like as a reward?” Skye quickly asked. “Not Cloudhawk. Don’t even suggest it.”

Dawn glared at him. “Who cares about your reward?”

Skye watched as she turned to leave. “Where are you going?”

“The Temple!”

“What are you headed there for?” he shouted after her, confused. “Make sure Cloudhawk is ready to go! He’s being sent off in only a few days. Don’t procrastinate!”

Dawn Polaris frowned but did not reply.
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Several dozen people stood at the transit station, laden with goods.

Cloudhawk looked over the Bloomnettle survivors. “Even with the general’s pardon, Skycloud city can no longer accept you. Go and find somewhere else in the domain to settle down. Live out your days in peace. Don’t say anything that’ll get you in trouble. You are all Elysians, so you know this better than I do. I don’t think you need any more nonsense from me.”

There were eighty or so Bloomnettle survivors left. They were fortunate to have survived after such a disaster!

But, Lotus and the others wore downcast expressions. Were they once more fated to wander without a home? It seemed to be the best choice!

“Hey, getting out of that hellhole alive was lucky. Why the long faces? Better days are over the horizon, right?” He saw their anxious and confused expressions. “Is something wrong?”

Lotus was worried about the future. Everything happened so quickly at the headquarters, and they’d been thrown in prison with only the clothes on their backs. Now, their home was shut, and all their goods had been confiscated.

Making sure such a large group stayed healthy and together was not going to be easy!

Lotus was a physician, but her skills weren’t exceptional. Other cities couldn’t offer as much as Skycloud city either. How was she supposed to take care of everyone? How was she supposed to make sure the children grew up well? With a childhood like this, none of them would get good jobs and would be unable to become soldiers or demon hunters.

“Don’t worry, I’ve thought about all of this.” Cloudhawk handed over a heavy bag. “Take it! It’s the money I’ve saved up. I can’t spend it here anyway. Use it to make sure you and the others live happily.”

She took it from him, and judging by the weight, she figured there were about a hundred coins. When she pulled on the drawstring and looked inside, her eyes immediately went wide. She was right about the number, but what she hadn’t guessed was that the pile was all gold. A hundred gold coins!

How many years would Bloomnettle Company have had to save to accumulate this much? Cloudhawk just handed it over without so much as a blink!

Cloudhawk gave her a questioning look. “What is it? Not enough?”

“Oh, it’s enough. More than enough.” Lotus hurriedly pulled the bag closed. “I don’t know how to thank you.”

“’Thanks’ works, and let that be the end of it. Forget everything that’s happened and anything having to do with me. Just live your lives.”

Cloudhawk didn’t care about what he was giving up. To normal folk, a hundred gold coins was a fortune, but for him, it meant little. Dawn still owed him.

He didn’t want to see these people ever again. In fact, it would have been better if he’d never met them at all. It seemed like tragedy followed him wherever he went. These sorts of common, good-hearted people were helpless once they became victims. Cloudhawk didn’t care what would become of them in the future – whether they’d make it or not. He just didn’t want them to suffer because of him.

“That’s all I can do. The ship’s coming. Time to say goodbye.”

Cloudhawk waved and, having said all that he needed to say, quickly left them on the platform. He walked away unhurriedly and never looked back.

Lotus and the others watched him go with conflicted hearts. If they hadn’t met this wanderer, all the core members of the company would have died out in the borderlands. However, after meeting him, their leaders were gone, and their livelihoods were destroyed.

But then he risked his life for them, and if he hadn’t, they would all have faced a bleak and uncertain future. Exile from the Elysian lands if they were lucky.

Cloudhawk’s relaxed posture was misleading. He’d risked everything for them.

They were banished from Skycloud city, but they’d at least been absolved of their crimes and had a chance to live normal lives. A quiet and ordinary life somewhere was more than enough.

What would affect them forever – what they lost and could not recover – was their faith.

Cloudhawk didn’t need to do all that he’d done, and in fact, he wasn’t sure why he did. He wasn’t a very charitable man. Over the last half a year, he’d killed many and had never hesitated.

What wastelander’s hands weren’t stained with blood?

There was no thought given to “right” or “wrong” in Cloudhawk’s mind. There wasn’t such a thing as good or evil. Either he wanted to do it, or he didn’t – that was how he made his decisions. After sending Lotus and the others to the platform, his responsibilities were done. The matter, as far as he was concerned, was settled.

Cloudhawk whistled on his way back to the mansion. When he arrived, he found that Dawn was not there. Bored, he decided to pass the time practicing.

Of the thirty-six postures Selene Cloude had taught him, Cloudhawk could now do twenty-seven or twenty-eight in a row. It showed that he had been improving. As he went through the motions, he didn’t necessarily feel tired, but began to grow progressively hotter. By the end, he was drenched in sweat. [1]

Time passed quickly, and before he knew it, night had fallen. A voice interrupted his training.

“Idiot, this isn’t the sort of practice you should do without guidance!” Cloudhawk didn’t need to look to know Dawn had returned. “I guess Selene never told you that straight training like this can damage the body?”

Cloudhawk slowly stopped and turned to face her. “What do you mean?”

“This is a body forging method for demon hunters, but if you overdo it, you can strain or damage your muscles and tendons. You’re supposed to supplement your practice with medicinal herbs. Otherwise, if you aren’t careful, you could hurt yourself and even suffer permanent damage.” Dawn stood in front of him with her arms crossed, a critical expression on her face. “I can see that Selene really didn’t have your safety in mind. She was trying to make you a cripple. You really shouldn’t have anything more to do with that vicious woman.”

How deep does the nastiness go between these two? What a clumsy attempt to drive a wedge between us.

Dawn’s warnings were really only half genuine. Improper practice was responsible for a lot of injuries, but saying it would cripple him was a baseless exaggeration.

Cloudhawk didn’t believe Selene would try to hurt him this way. There weren’t any sorts of medicine he could use out in the wastelands, but he recovered from wounds quickly. So far, his development had been well-balanced, and there hadn’t been any danger.

Dawn beckoned him with a wave of his hand. “Come to my room. I have something I want to give you.”

She’d made a trip to the Sanctuary and brought back some things for her new friend. Among them were a thousand or so jade-like pellets which she explained was feed for divine beasts. Were it not for her mother’s connections, they never would have gotten their hands on it.

Cloudhawk picked one up and put it beside Oddball.

The strange little bird immediately perked up and gobbled it down. From the wave of happiness that coursed through their psychic connection, Cloudhawk knew it was just what his companion needed.

“This batch of feed cost two thousands gold coins,” Dawn revealed. “I also prepared some medicines for you. Some are for healing. Some are to make you stronger, and some are to improve your psychic power. All told, they also cost two thousand gold coins. Since I owe you, let’s call it three thousand you need to repay, alright?”

Dawn Polaris laid out a bunch of jade bottles containing special Elysian elixirs. There were three: Body-Quenching Elixir, Soul-Purifying Elixir, and Sacred-Healing Elixir. [2]. The Body-Quenching Elixir was used to temper one’s physical abilities. Soul-Purifying Elixir bolstered physic energy. As the name implied, the last one, Sacred-Healing Elixir, was a high-grade healing potion that restored both physical damage and stamina. These were special formulas made by the Sanctuary that even wealthy citizens couldn’t buy. In addition, there were several more liniments and balms, none of which looked ordinary.

Cloudhawk opened his mouth to protest. “How are they so expensive? You decided all this on your own. I never said I wanted any of it.”

“You ungrateful brat, you want to get whooped?!” She smacked him so hard with her fist that it almost made Cloudhawk puke blood. She growled at him menacingly. “Let me tell you. This is the insider price. Medicine like this is only used for those with noble blood. It’s wasted on a wastelander scoundrel like you. Anyone else could beg to spend the money and still be denied! If it wasn’t for my mother, you wouldn’t have gotten any of this. Do you have any idea what I had to sacrifice?”

She thought about just what she’d had to promise in order to get Cloudhawk all of this. Her mother had made her swear to a year of seclusion in the Temple. She would spend twelve long months training, cultivating, and giving obeisance to the gods. She might as well have asked for Dawn to take her own life. A year without booze, meat, or fun of any kind! It was the same as dying.

Then, for him to be so ungrateful! Of course she’d be furious.

“I’m just saying. You play too rough. Luckily, my bones are tough.” Cloudhawk gently rubbed his aching chest where she’d struck him. He didn’t like owing anyone anything. “Are we going to the Order of Demon Hunters any time soon? Do you want me to go grab any treasures? I’ve gotta get rid of this debt while I’m still in the city.”

“Whatever, they don’t have auctions every day. Anyway, with your eye going every once in a while is good enough. If we kept screwing with their system, the Order would quickly start to hate you. Stealing wasn’t a long-term plan either.”

“What can I do then?”

“Pay with your body?”

Cloudhawk looked her up and down. “You sure?”

Dawn’s face immediately turned red. “What the hell are you thinking? Who’d want your body that way? I’m saying you should be my servant. A thousand gold a year, what do you say? Pretty good to just follow me around and have fun, don’t you think?”

“No way!”

“You little moth-… fine, owe me then. So long as you owe me, I know you aren’t going anywhere.” Dawn shook her head. “Ah right, you’ll be leaving in a few days. So don’t die before you pay me back!”

Outwardly, she was obstinate and coarse, but Cloudhawk knew she was a sensitive woman inside. “I promise,” he replied.

“It’s still early.” To him, Dawn looked a little uneasy. She waved her small hand. “Let’s go. Time for a drink!”

Cloudhawk blinked at her. “You’re still in the mood for a drink?”

“Just drink,” she said. “I’m not interested in competing with a freak like you again. You coming or not?”

“Let’s go!”

The two left the mansion together. 

1. What he describes is likely meant to be very similar to Taiji or Qigong. While I was doing Taiji in the beginning, although the movements were slow, it could be very tiring. It’s about control and stamina. Over time, as your muscles get stronger, you can do more postures – depending on the style, one “round” of Taiji is a hundred and eight postures, but the longest is over two hundred. While it gets physically less intensive, that doesn’t stop you from sweating like crazy, which is true for Qigong standing meditation as well. The Chinese believe that these exercises activate and circulate qi throughout the body, which causes you to sweat. From a traditional medicine theoretical perspective, “wei” qi, or defensive qi, controls the action of the pores, so manipulating it can cause sweating.

2. At the risk of making traditional Chinese medicine sound like a Hogwarts class, a lot of their medicinal formulae have similarly dramatic names. “Decoction of the Blue-Green Dragon”, “Three Immortals”, “Mysterious Decoction”, etc. Not all, or even most really, but they’re fun when you see them.


62 / Enemies and Departures


Since Cloudhawk was to be gone for a time, he prepared himself back in the mansion. He’d taken two of the Body-Quenching elixirs already, and he had to admit that Dawn’s gifts were helpful. Elysian medicines didn’t have the immediate effect that Seeker drugs had, but they were far gentler on his system.

Seekers used ancient scientific methods to create pharmaceuticals, which produced results moments after injection. The panacea injection was such an example. It improved self-healing by a factor of ten almost immediately. However, in the end, these drugs often pushed the body beyond its natural limits, squeezing every cell for every ounce of potential for a temporary boost. As such, these drugs were very good in the short term but were possibly harmful in the long term.

Cloudhawk knew this, so he hadn’t wanted to risk his health by taking drugs that forced improvement. On the other hand, the elixirs Dawn had brought him were different. They were refined through special processes here in the Elysian lands. The contents of the bottles were small, but they were the potent extracts of rare materials. Their ingredients improved strength, agility, and regeneration. 

Most importantly, these elixirs were stable and had no side effects. [1]

After training for a little while, Cloudhawk was surprised to find that he was progressing quickly. In only a matter of days since beginning the herbal regimen, he was able to comfortably perform thirty postures of the demon hunter exercises. This proved that he was getting better.

For most Elysians, his incredible improvement would be hard to believe, so to prevent Dawn’s shock and probing curiosity, Cloudhawk kept it a secret. At his current rate of progression, Cloudhawk was achieving in a couple of days what took her a month of training.

Dawn Polaris was no ordinary person either! Her talent was maybe only surpassed by Selene Cloude’s.

There was a lot about Cloudhawk that was unique. He could hear relics, for instance, and he improved at a faster rate than most. If the patriarch of the Polaris family found out, he’d surely cancel Cloudhawk’s training in Hell Valley. Skye was looking for people to make his family and soldiers stronger – he wanted to forge people to make them the tip of the spear. However, with Cloudhawk’s current abilities, he would be wasted in the vanguard. Skye would want to make him a pillar of their family’s strength.

Of course, from Cloudhawk’s perspective, there was no benefit to being a servant of the Polaris family. He’d always valued his freedom and, as powerful as the Polaris family was, it also seemed to attract trouble. Cloudhawk didn’t like trouble, so he didn’t want to be tied down somewhere where it could easily find him. He’d much rather spend his time training remotely.

At last, the day for him to go came. Cloudhawk packed up the feed for Oddball and his elixirs in a travel sack, slung it over his shoulder, and got ready to set out.

“It won’t do for you to carry your sword in hand all the time. I had something made for you.” Dawn Polaris had tracked Cloudhawk down and threw something at him.

Cloudhawk caught it – a sheath made from the same materials as his black-gold sword Quiet Carnage. When he slipped the sword in, he was pleasantly surprised at how well it fit. He wasn’t sure how Dawn had gotten the dimensions of his sword so accurately.

She smirked at him. “It’s made from Elysian tungsten steel [2]. It cost fifty gold to make. Remember to add that to what you owe.”

It seemed like his debt was increasing every day, and he knew it was only going to keep growing. Oddball’s food was finite, and Cloudhawk would need more medicine for his training. Since Dawn was the only one with the means to get these things for him, he had to rely on her favor. It was going to be a long road to get out from under his debt – but that is exactly what Dawn wanted.

Dawn thought for a moment. “Work hard when you get there. When I have time, I’ll try to find a way to come and visit.”

Skye ordered a contingent to accompany Cloudhawk, ensuring he was safely on his way to Hell Valley. Mr. Ink led the party.

Cloudhawk didn’t understand the Polaris family physician, but he knew he was no weakling. He had to be something special for Skye Polaris to rein in his temper in around him. Mr. Ink’s presence had to be a way to ensure nothing happened to Cloudhawk on his way to Hell Valley.

Skye had also explained the do’s and don’ts of Hell Valley before Cloudhawk left.

“The environment out there is harsh, but it’s the perfect place to make you stronger. If you survive, you’re sure to improve quickly. You’ll learn a lot there that you can’t learn in the Elysian lands, so make sure you pay attention.”

The ship was preparing to depart. With his final orders delivered, Skye Polaris got ready to leave.

But, as he turned to go, the sound of a gryphon carriage coming from the city reached their ears. All eyes turned to the extravagant convoy as it approached, towards the flags flapping on each one. Each flag depicted a crescent moon on a field of blue. It was the crest of one of Skycloud city’s influential families.

Skye’s eyes sparkled. “The Lunae family. Is that upstart Garuda Lunae sending people to Hell Valley as well?”

The contingent of carriages from the Lunae family pulled up near Skye Polaris. From within trundled forth a man who was precisely the shape of a meatball but had the size of a man. He waddled towards the Polaris patriarch with an amicable look on his face. Easily over three hundred pounds, the rotund individual was clad in immaculate gold silk robes. A slanted mustache sat over plump lips, and though he was a respectable fifty years of age, the portly gentlemen seemed comical and harmless.

“General, of course it’d be you. Such a coincidence.” Garuda Lunae only managed a few steps before his face turned red, and he started puffing. The happy smile never fled from his face, though. “This humble man pays his respects.”

“You’re full of it.” Skye huffed as he eyed the Lunae assembly. “Aren’t you merchants? What’s all this, sending men to sacrifice their lives in Hell Valley?”

“So serious, General. So grave. We are but merchants and cultivating elite fighters is of little use for us.” Garuda’s expression was suddenly comically melancholic. “I’m not sure what affliction has come over my third daughter, but she insists on being allowed to undertake training at Hell Valley.”

Skye looked back at him with surprise on his face. “She must know the dangers. Children of the aristocracy are especially sheltered, and yet, she persists. You’ve raised a good girl. Have her come out. Let me have a look.”

Garuda beamed and waved towards the carriages. “Claudia, get out here and introduce yourself to the commander.”

A golden-haired young woman stepped out, so thin that she almost seemed to float. Her pretty face was worn to the point of almost being called haggard, appearing as if a stiff breeze could knock her down. Her face retained a wooden expression as she made her way over to where Skye stood. Once before him, she offered a stiff bow. “I greet the commander.”

Dawn’s voice broke into the conversation. “Hm? Cloudhawk, why are you hiding behind me?”

Claudia Lunae’s eyes swept Dawn’s way just in time to see Cloudhawk slink out from behind her. All of a sudden, her expression and mannerisms changed. Her eyes became dual furnaces of rage. “You!”

Skye looked over, puzzled. Dawn looked at him, confused. Garuda looked at them both, surprised.

Cloudhawk couldn’t help but once again bemoan how small the world seemed. Why was he constantly running into people who wanted him dead? He couldn’t hide so he simply stood there in full view. He pulled his shoulders back and answered, “Damn right it’s me!”

“Die!”

Claudia lifted her hand, and from within her palm, a flower-like relic arose. It shot several dozen darts, all headed right for where Cloudhawk stood.

Shocked, her father screamed like a stuck pig, “Stay your hand!”

“Tempest Flower?”

Dawn’s slender brows lifted, but her sword was on the move. Standing in front of Cloudhawk, she stabbed the sword’s blade into the ground, which summoned a wall of soil from the ground. The hail of darts was stopped before it got close.

That’s a damn good she-devil!

Indeed, even the likes of Frost de Winter were embarrassed when they tried to face her. Who was this girl who thought she could harm Dawn’s servant in front of her? Someone in the city was actually more arrogant than she was. Dawn wasn’t about to let that go easily!

“Have you gone insane, girl?!” Garuda hurled his lumpy body between them. “I didn’t spend a fortune to buy you that relic so you could use it on the General’s people! Stand down!”

All three of them were untouchable! Skye Polaris went without saying. He was the commander of Skycloud’s armed forces. His position may not have been as illustrious as the governor’s, but he wielded no less power. Dawn Polaris had the backing of her family and the Temple as well as the likes of Mr. Ink who they didn’t wish to offend. As for the young man, Garuda didn’t know him, but he sure wasn’t worth attacking the Polaris family for.

Skye chuckled dryly. “The Lunae family is impressive. Your tracker necklace is nothing special, but the Tempest Flower is quite the relic. You’re definitely willing to spend money on your girl.”

Garuda flopped onto his knees. “This humble man’s daughter has acted improperly. We beg the commander for forgiveness!”

When she saw her father on his knees, Claudia Lunae began to sway. She suddenly realized how dangerous a predicament her rash actions had put them in.

Skye paid Garuda no mind. “What’s all this about?”

Cloudhawk shrugged and recounted their contentious history.

The General frowned and ran his fingers through his beard. “This child was a friend to the Umbra boy, and in the end, you had to kill him? He was no one important, and you had no choice. You can’t be blamed. I’ll help straighten it out”

Dawn sighed. “If it were anyone else, this would be easy, especially because he was some talentless trash. But, that one had a brother we don’t want to upset.”

“Who?”

“Who else? Atlas!”

“Son of a bitch, him?”

The news did not sit well with Skye. Atlas was second in command of the Court of Shadows, Skycloud’s most infamous special operations organization. They got their orders directly from the Temple. Not even the Cloude family could keep them in check, much less the Polaris family. Atlas was not an easy bastard to deal with.

“How do you want to deal with this girl?” Skye Polaris looked Claudia over. Atlas was a problem, but this one was not. Garuda begged for mercy, but the commander acted like he couldn’t hear. He spoke directly to Cloudhawk. “Your decision.”

Claudia Lunae stood as still as stone and remained just as silent, biting her lips.

“This is a personal matter, so I can’t ask the General to get involved. But if she still decides she wants to come after me, I’m not going to show any mercy.”

“Good. A man of integrity. Decided as it should be. Let the kids work out their own problems. Let the adults deal with family matters and stay out of the way.” Skye stared at Cloudhawk, who’d proven to be quite the troublemaker. “The threat of Atlas’s knife at your back is a good thing too. It means you’ll have to get strong quick.”

What other choice did Cloudhawk have? He’d just have to accept that fate hated his guts!

Mr. Ink quietly interjected, “Everyone, the ship is preparing to depart.”

1. This is the standard argument for Chinese herbal medicine versus western pharmaceuticals. Proponents of traditional medicine feel that herbal medicine is milder in action, but more complete in their efficacy while having much milder side effects. Here is an interesting article from the WHO that described the state of herbal medicine, and gives an example of how herbs have been distilled into more potent pharmaceuticals.

2. Did you know they use tungsten steel for rocket nozzles? Cool!


63 / Reconnaissance


Enveloped in a shell of glimmering energy, the airship began to ascend. Cloudhawk sat in his cabin looking out the window as the ground fell away. Once more, the artful layout and ordered streets became apparent from a bird’s eye view only to slowly vanish into the horizon.

From here, he could see the miraculous falls reappear from the clouds like a jade column. Hundreds of ships came and went, grandiose as they soared through the sky. Yet, as the spectacular scenery was revealed, Cloudhawk did not feel the same sense of splendor he’d experienced when he first arrived.

He’d thought this would be the place where he might settle down. After defeating the demon and arriving with the demon hunter token, he thought he could buy himself a life in which he didn’t need to worry about food or clothing. When he got here, he thought that he might finally be able to live a happy life. Who’d have thought that in less than a month, he would leave Skycloud domain’s most prosperous and bustling city for the unknown?

He couldn’t say there was any regret or unwillingness. But, there wasn’t comfort or freedom either.

Cloudhawk was strangely calm. When Skycloud city disappeared, he drew his eyes away from the window and lied down in his cabin. With his arms as his pillow, he shut his eyes and mulled over what he’d just learned.

By some strange act of circumstance, Claudia Lunae was also on her way to Hell Valley, but he was not troubled. For better or worse, he was tied to the Polaris family, and the Lunaes dared not provoke the commander. Besides, Cloudhawk was not the same man Claudia met in the wastelands.

Her skills had improved but within limits. Meanwhile, Cloudhawk had seen tremendous gains both physically and mentally. While Claudia had the blessing of a wealthy house to buy her relics, she had neither the strength nor the experience to threaten Cloudhawk any longer.

It’s best for you if you stop screwing with me. If not, I’ll make sure you meet Raith again, face to face! Cloudhawk’s bitter thoughts were not idle promises. He knew soft hearts did not solve these kinds of problems. He spared her once. He wouldn’t do it again.

As for her family, he wasn’t sure.

He’d learned all he needed to know about the Lunaes. They were a merchant family with ties to all manner of industries from clothing to dining to luxury goods to public transport and even to weapons and armor. They were the largest and most influential merchant family in the entire domain.

The Lunae family organization was massive. After three generations of stable development, it was now being led by Garuda Lunae. He didn’t seem to be an exceptional man, but his skills were at least sufficient to maintain what his predecessors had built. Over the last several years, their organization had kept its status as the most affluent merchant family. Thus, Garuda Lunae was crowned with the title of the richest man in Skycloud. 

Considering such information, one would assume the Lunaes were an influential power in Skycloud. However, the truth was quite the opposite. The tradition of the Elysian lands lay in respect for the gods. Those who were pious and brought glory unto the names of their benefactors were awarded the greatest power. Merchants, who worked for their own gain, were not given much respect or status.

Businessmen respected nothing but profit. They cultivated a prospector’s instincts. To the zealous citizens of Skycloud, a job as a merchant was a socially low-level occupation. Despite their vast wealth, the Lunae family did not have the rights to maintain a standing force or mingle in powerful circles in any meaningful way.

All this considered, it was very difficult for the Lunaes to find demon hunters willing to swear fealty to their family. The latter was a proud breed whose pride would not suffer being the lapdogs of businessmen.

To combat this deficiency, the family spared no expense in raising talent from within, hoping that they might produce demon hunters of their own. Unfortunately for them, their bloodline seemed lacking, and at least so far, their endeavors had not been rewarded. That was not to say they hadn’t succeeded in raising a few demon hunters, but all were roughly comparable in skill to Claudia – that is to say, they were not terribly skilled. They were not good enough to raise their family’s reputation.

Thus, the Lunae family was rich in property but not much else. Garuda was extremely deferential to the Cloude and Polaris clans because they saw his family much like how they viewed him: a fat sow exposed to the wolves. So long as they avoided offending their betters, they might avoid a grim fate.

Garuda bowed and scraped before Skye for this reason. Even if his family had more money than anyone else in the city, all the General had to do was summon his forces. If the Lunae family survived such an encounter, it would only be after serving up several pounds of flesh.

Ever the pragmatist, the Lunae family patriarch served those in power and changed with the winds of fortune. How could he dare risk upsetting Skye and his brood? He rebuked his child to ingratiate them with the Polaris clan, but then again, the friend Claudia had lost was Raith Umbra, a member of the family who had established the Court of Shadows. How would the Umbras react if Garuda forced his daughter to apologize to the one who killed one of their own?

The richest sow was in a bad way. Being so wealthy wasn’t as good as it seemed on the surface.

To Cloudhawk, things didn’t seem so bad. That was why he didn’t ask Skye Polaris to deal with Claudia, nor did he attack Claudia in return or demand an apology. Since any sincere apology was impossible, why bother?

The two families now shared one airship, but had no interaction. They each acted like the other didn’t exist.

Oddball merrily flew around the cabin after gobbling down another pellet. This fuzzy bird-beast was Cloudhawk closest companion. Best friends could split. The deepest trust could be shattered – it was the nature of humanity and could never be relied on. But, Cloudhawk was certain that no matter what, no matter what happened, Oddball would never betray him. 

Oddball hatched from Cloudhawk’s psychic energy. From the moment it popped out of that egg, they were bound together.

“Ugh, so boring.” Cloudhawk scratched Oddball’s fluffy, who’d settled on his finger. “Why don’t you go and take a look at the scenery for me, eh?”

Oddball flapped its wings and fluttered away without hesitation.

Cloudhawk made himself comfortable, folding his hands behind his head and closing his eyes. His connection with the little bird opened wide. It was a good way for him to practice and allow Oddball some exercise. It killed two birds with one stone.

The bird’s disproportionate wings beat madly, keeping its pudgy body in the air. While it looked like it was making a strenuous effort to keep itself, Oddball actually darted about as deftly as a dragonfly. It soared down the aisles of the ship, peeking curiously through fist-sized vents set in the walls into other cabins. Its plump round body was just large enough to slip in and out without trouble.

Cloudhawk peered through Oddball’s eyes and saw what it saw.

A man, clad in ash-grey robes with half his faced covered in a mask. He was sitting cross-legged in the middle of his cabin. Wasn’t that Mr. Ink? Cloudhawk had to admit that he was curious about this cryptic man.

Without any visible support, Mr. Ink floated three feet above the ground, surrounded by several black spheres that circled him in irregular orbits. Whatever their speed or trajectory, none of the spheres ever collided.

What mystical power was this? It looked so arcane!

In Skycloud city, those with powers such as this were rare. Atlas and his Deathstalker weapon had definitely been sinister, but this felt… evil. The power that surrounded Mr. Ink stank of death, decay, and bloodlust. Just a hint of it made Cloudhawk deeply uncomfortable as if the man was himself a decomposing corpse.

The gods were represented by that which was good and aligned with the light, and their artifacts were not like this. Whatever Mr. Ink was using had to have come from someplace darker. It had to a demon artifact.

Mr. Ink frowned suddenly. He’d felt something. The orbs spinning around him stopped. Not wanting any danger to befall Oddball, Cloudhawk quickly ordered his little friend to escape and come back.

Who this guy was or what his powers were didn’t matter to Cloudhawk.

He could tell at a glance Mr. Ink was not someone to mess with and nothing good would come of being caught spying. Oddball slipped out from the vent, spiraling askew through the air in its haste to leave. Eventually, it regained stability and fluttered elsewhere.

The deep pockets of the Lunae family became evident when Cloudhawk found that all the cabins – except for those reserved by the Polaris family – were booked by the merchants. Of course, they were the next target for Cloudhawk’s snooping. He ordered Oddball to head to their section of the ship.

The Lunaes looked like they were sending in an army rather than escort a single girl. There were dozens of defenders tasked with escorting Claudia, none of whom paid Oddball any mind. The bird took their disregard for granted and fluttered over to Garuda Lunae’s room.

The three-hundred-pound man sat alone in his room, but if anyone who knew him were to see the patriarch now, he would be shocked. His ingratiating, frivolous demeanor was gone. Now, he sat with the stately and solemn expression befitting a man of station.

Cloudhawk was shocked. Was this the same man he’d met outside? He seemed completely different.

Garuda Lunae lifted a cup of tea and took a couple of sips. Seated below was his daughter, Claudia. He looked at her and sighed. “I know what happened to you, Claudia. I know all about the circumstances between you and Cloudhawk. Do you know why I arranged for you to meet?”

“I don’t.”

“Cloudhawk comes from the lowest upbringing, but according to my information, he’s very talented – maybe as talented as Selene Cloude used to be. He set fire to the governor’s home, stole from the general, freed a dungeon full of convicts, and attacked a congregation preparing to execute a blasphemer. All of that, and he still walks around without a care. Do you still think he’s just a typical wastelander?”

“Your daughter doesn’t understand what her father is trying to say.”

“Arcturus Cloude is the sort of man that only comes along once in several generations. General Polaris is a living legend. Both have forgiven Cloudhawk and extended an olive branch. He may have chosen the Polaris family, but that did not stop Arcturus from trying to recruit him into their family. What’s more, he has close ties to Selene Cloude and Dawn Polaris. He isn’t someone we can afford to insult.”

Cloudhawk, listening furtively from his cabin, was surprised by what he heard.

How did Garuda know so much? The banquet Arcturus had thrown to settle their dispute was no secret, but what they spoke about in the garden was private. Getting this information needed more than just ears listening for idle gossip. Obviously, his helpless and comical persona was a disguise. There was a lot more to this fatty than he let on.

“But –“

“No buts. You are no match for him, and even if you were, I forbid any more trouble. Just the opposite, I need you to get close to Cloudhawk. Make contact. If possible, you can even try to forge a deeper connection.”

“I could never!” Claudia Lunae shot to her feet, anger twisting her face.

Her father answered with stern insistence. “You must. You know what our family faces. Are you willing to put your personal grudge before your kin? What happened in the wastelands was brought about by Raith’s zeal. Not even death will erase what he’s done!”

Claudia’s face went from pale to pink. She threw open the door and stormed out.

Garuda remained seated and watched her go. He sighed. No one understood what she was going through more than him. However, stubborn as Claudia was, she knew what was at stake. His warnings would stop her from doing anything rash, but it was a lot to ask her to forget her humiliation. She would just have to suffer.

What else could be done? This was her family!


64 / Deadwood Forest


Cloudhawk had seen everything.

Claudia Lunae’s inspiration for joining Hell Valley’s grueling training was Cloudhawk and was not her family’s idea. Her father looked like the sort to suck up to whoever held the reins, but it should have been obvious that the patriarch of Skycloud’s richest merchant family wasn’t what he seemed.

Garuda’s feigned stupidity was about self-preservation. He knew that the wealthier his family became, the more danger they were in. It was imperative that they raised strong members to keep their empire safe.

Hell Valley was a frightening place, but it was the only way to get strong quickly.

Claudia’s skills were hardly worth mentioning in Skycloud. Among the family, however, she was exceptional. Garuda was willing to bet that if his daughter survived, she could earn a spot in the Court of Shadows or some other lauded organization. The more they spread their influence, the stronger the Lunaes would become.

As Oddball flew around gathering intel, Cloudhawk noticed that the little bird’s abilities had greatly improved. If not for the little critter, he wouldn’t have learned about Mr. Ink’s strange powers or the Lunaes’ secrets.

As he laid there in his room, Cloudhawk used Oddball’s abilities to find out what was happening all across the ship. He could rest while Oddball got some exercise, getting the best of both worlds. 

Right now, Claudia was sulking in her cabin. Her father sipped tea and did not move from his chair. Without much to see, Cloudhawk quickly grew bored and had Oddball go out to the ship’s deck. Its tiny bird legs latched onto the railing, and it looked out over the beautiful horizon, relaying everything back to its master. It was beautiful. After all, the little guy’s vision was much sharper than any human’s.

Even a thousand meters above the ground, Oddball could see rabbits running through the grass below.  It was able to keenly discern colors where a human would only see an expanse of green. To Oddball, that green had a dozen shades, and it could spot every nuance. If it focused, the bird could even see changes in heat.

And that was still not the limit of what it could do!

Oddball could see through camouflage too. Atlas was one of the greatest members of the Court of Shadows, and even with an invisibility relic, he couldn’t stay hidden from Oddball’s sight. Was there anyone in Skycloud who could hide from the bird?

When Oddball hatched, Cloudhawk got a natural sentry and scout. Getting information would be much easier from now on. He didn’t have to worry about someone like Atlas sneaking up on him either.

“The ship is docking. Will all passengers please come up to the deck and prepare to disembark?”

Cloudhawk eagerly grabbed his satchel when the call came from the other side of his door. After two days, he figured they’d be at his destination. However, he discovered that was not the case. Following the Polaris escort out to the deck, it was not Hell Valley that stretched out before him. They had reached the platform of the domain’s eastern mountain pass.

This was as far as normal airships could take them.

While they were within the domain, these ships could fly back and forth without limit, needing no energy or fuel. But, if they crossed the border by so much as a few centimeters, they would lose all power and would crash into the ground.

Cloudhawk’s escort gathered their exit permits. He looked around with surprise. “The training camp is out in the wastelands?”

Mr. Ink answered with a gentle chuckle, “Not the wastelands but not much different. It’s in the borderlands.”

When he heard borderlands, Cloudhawk couldn’t help but think of the Sandbar. His thoughts turned to Asha, the fat guard captain Hammont Seacrest, the mysterious bar owner Adder, and the young and inexperienced demon hunter Barb. He wondered how they were.

“Why the borderlands? The training is run by Elysians, isn’t it?”

“Normally. Different training camps have different training programs, some of which run on principles contrary to the morals of the Elysian lands. Naturally, those training camps can’t be permitted to exist within the domain. I’m not familiar with anything more specific than that, but you’ll learn all about it once you get there.”

Cloudhawk found it laughable. “I really was deceiving myself.”

Mr. Ink heard Cloudhawk’s wry sentiment and smirked but said nothing.

The Lunae family’s entourage got ready in short order with several dozen milling about the deck. Very much as one would expect new money to act, they went everywhere with pomp and splendor, always bringing trailing crowds of people as though they feared not everyone would know they were Skycloud’s richest family.

When Garuda reappeared, he’d once more donned that charmingly naïve façade. He fawned and flattered excessively. “Master Ink, young master Cloudhawk, perhaps you’d like to travel together? We’ve brought quite a large entourage, and it would cause us no trouble.”

Mr. Ink gave the fat merchant a passing glance. “That is fine.”

His assent delighted Garuda. His expansive rump rolled from side to side as he waddled away only to return a few minutes later with a carriage for them to use. Together, the families and their escorts departed.

Cloudhawk pulled aside the curtain and looked around. Ah, are they really sending us to a training camp? With all these troops and flags, it looks like we’re going to war. The Lunae family’s troops were all recruited from the outside and self-trained. To typical organizations, they looked marginally better than a mob. If they ever were forced to face a standard Skycloud contingent, they would collapse at the first blow.

The magnificent gates that barred passage through the mountains opened before them. The carriages and soldiers made their way through.

They left the domain’s picturesque scenery behind for the vast desolation of the borderlands. Cloudhawk felt the transition deep inside him. Out here, it was barren, but to him, it really wasn’t all that bad.

Cloudhawk was like a lone wolf, and the Skycloud domain was like a beautiful gilded cage. It was orderly but constraining – food was plentiful, but everywhere you turned, you found barriers. Outside the massive walls was a world of freedom and cruelty where the weak were consumed by the strong. But, there was nothing to stop you and no one to tell you no. Anything you wanted to do, you could do, so long as you had the strength to pull it off.

So which was better? A beautiful prison with food aplenty? Or a blood soaked land of freedom? The answer wasn’t readily available to Cloudhawk. He liked safety and comfort, but he also liked being able to do what he pleased.

He was no philosopher or poet, so he was not about to explore the metaphysical dilemmas this question posed. He tended to judge things by a simple criterion: his heart knew the way. On days when he felt the Elysian lands were good, there he would stay. When he grew tired of its rigidity, he might go hang out in the borderlands. Of course, it would be best if there were some place where he could be free and satiated. Maybe one day.

Weeds were churned to mulch beneath the wagons’ rolling wheels.

About half a day later, the Elysian caravan arrived. A vast and wilted forest stretched out before them over uneven terrain. Even specially trained mounts wouldn’t make it through, so they had no choice but to continue on foot.

Cloudhawk looked out over the forest. A mist hung over the rugged land that made it hard to see much of anything. He shut his eyes, and the napping bird on his shoulder popped its beady eyes open.  As their vision combined, Oddball’s eyes pierced the mists to reveal the rolling forests ahead.

The borderlands forest was mostly dead. For every dozen rotten husks, there was a half dead tree barely hanging on. Somehow, they’d managed to live for who knew how long, resisting rot and insects. The rest had petrified like pillars of stone jutting from the earth at odd angles.

Looking further, one saw a fog-shrouded valley that was faintly visible in the distance. That had to be their destination, Hell Valley.

“We’re here.”

Cloudhawk opened his eyes and brought his vision back to his immediate surroundings. Ahead, he saw a single path leading into the forest. A campsite had been set up with a stone stele marking its location: “Hell Valley Training Camp.” Even the carved letters seemed to stink with carnage like death oozing from the rock itself.

Here at last. This has to be our destination.

The deadwood forest was densely packed with its eponymous petrified trees and was cloaked in mist. Without a guide, they would easily get lost trying to navigate through it.

A few burly men were waiting for them when they arrived, and Garuda hastily greeted them when they were within earshot. He immediately produced a few sacks of coins and offered them to the smirking men in the hopes of buying protection for their young trainees.

Garuda had never been in contact with the trainers, but he knew what sort of people they were. They looked like simple folk, but pull one out and bring him to the Elysian lands and they would soon be begging him for favors.

“Keep your money, big fella.” The leader’s voice was cold and contemptuous. “Try to bribe anyone here again and your trainees will be kicked out.”

Garuda’s face froze. He retracted the money with an apologetic smile.

Cloudhawk and Claudia started the check-in process.

“This is the one the Polaris family recommended? He looks like a useless runt!”

“Alright, leave ‘em here. No one else is allowed any further. They belong to us now. Come with me!”

One of the big men pointed a club at Cloudhawk.

“I appreciate you taking the trouble.” Mr. Ink offered the men a curt nod and then turned his eyes to Cloudhawk. His voice was soft. “From here on out, you do whatever they tell you. Do you understand? If you’re lucky, you’ll be back in three years.”

“What?! Three years!”

“The fuck are you standing around for? Move!”

One of the men roughly shoved Cloudhawk. He had nowhere to go but forward.

Cloudhawk stole a glance at the big guy. He was a hundred and eighty centimeters tall, give or take, and looked dangerous. His club, in particular, caught his eye. It looked like wood, but he suspected it wasn’t. It was some sort of composite – but not something from the Elysian lands. Were they wastelander weapons?

He didn’t spend too long thinking about it. Before long, they were at the outpost in the center of Deadwood Forest.


65 / The Small Black Room


Deadwood Outpost was a hastily constructed camp of wood cabins made from the surrounding foliage. About a hundred soldiers were garrisoned here, selected from the ranks of the Elysian armed forces. What was special about this group was that none of them were younger than forty. They were soldiers at their peak – in a few years, they’d begin to steadily decline.

But, the first thing Cloudhawk noticed wasn’t their age. All of them were enveloped in a dangerous, barbaric aura. They could subdue wild animals with a hard stare. Cloudhawk figured these men had been carefully chosen for this post and were more than simple soldiers. They were Special Forces.

These were veterans with years of battlefield experience that made them far tougher than active duty men back in Skycloud. It would follow then, that this wasn’t just a training camp, but also a veteran garrison. If a force tried to invade from the wastelands, this training camp would become a deadly fighting division.

How strong were these guys?

Judging by their aura, all of them were about as strong as Mad Dog and Slyfox had been. In other words, the average fighter here was a Mad Dog, and captains were probably even stronger. 

However, strong as they might be, Cloudhawk wasn’t concerned. Back in the day, he’d been a useless scav, but he could probably take four or five of them now without breaking a sweat. If he wanted to run, there wasn’t anything they could do to stop him.

The one that did give him a healthy dose of fear, though, was the guy who led them into camp.

Behind his brown eyes was a tyrannical cruelty not unlike the others, but he had a more commanding bearing. His demeanor couldn’t be cultivated by an ordinary grunt. He must have been one hell of a soldier!

This ragged camp had a hundred discharged soldiers and more than a couple of retired veterans, and they hadn’t even reached Hell Valley yet. It certainly said something about the strength of those in this training camp!

Cloudhawk didn’t like what he saw. There was something unsettling about these guys. The way they looked at him and Claudia, he could feel their ill intent. Meanwhile, his eyes looked all around for an angle. Cloudhawk thought he might try to get in good with the big guy leading them, but the man’s cold face made it clear he was in no mood to talk. They reached a squat wooden building.

“We’re here!” The man pulled open the door. “From now on, this is your home. You don’t speak. You don’t kick up a fuss. You don’t cause trouble. You eat when we tell you to eat and drink when we tell you to drink. If you don’t have a specific task, don’t go wandering around. Understand?”

Shit. I thought this was supposed to be a training camp, not a prison!

Cloudhawk didn’t say what he was thinking, but he did ask a question. “What if I need to take a shit?”

“What, you shit that much? You got ground all around.”

“Screw that!”

“Fuck, aren’t you a mouthy one? Keeping flappin’ your fuckin lips and I’ll plug your asshole with my club. See how much you shit then!”

Strict was an understatement, Cloudhawk thought. A breath of dissatisfaction and this freak was willing to shove stuff up his butt. [1]

Apparently, the threat of sexual assault wasn’t enough for the large man because he swung his club at Cloudhawk for emphasis. It came down on him in an instant, whistling the same way a sharp instrument might despite the fact that it was thick and smooth. Cloudhawk stood there with nowhere to dodge.

Thunk!

The club caught him upside the skull and knocked Cloudhawk silly. His world spun wildly, and he threatened to pass out as if the blow had cracked his head open. The big man picked him up by a handful of his clothing. Suddenly, a cold sweat broke out all over Cloudhawk. Was this bastard gonna follow through with his threat?!

In desperation to escape, Cloudhawk scrambled into the small dark room. The door shut tightly behind him.

What the fuck, it was a reasonable question wasn’t it? Cloudhawk rubbed his thankfully unmolested backside and sighed with relief. You can go fuck yourself with that damn club. Goddamn, this place is full of freaks!

Cloudhawk interspersed his grumblings with sharp curses. Since making his Skycloud debut, this was his first time being embarrassed like this, but he still didn’t dare fight back. He waved at Oddball who was anxiously flying around and chirping to show that he was ok. Well, as ok as he could be after taking a club to the skull.

It took a full ten seconds for his head to clear.

When he regained his bearings, Cloudhawk touched his head but was surprised to find no wound. There wasn’t even a bump. Somehow the blow had skipped skin and bone and knocked him right in the brain – an instant concussion. Even if he hadn’t been caught off guard, Cloudhawk wasn’t sure he’d have been able to escape a hit like that.

Hell Valley was rife with hidden talents. He’d better behave himself. Otherwise, who knows what sick fetish that freak would subject him to?

There were two others in the dim room with him. He hadn’t noticed since he’d nearly had his head knocked off, but he saw them now. Both were dressed in beautiful costumes with bags slung over their shoulders and exorcist staffs fastened to their waists. He didn’t need to ask to know they’d also come to train at Hell Valley.

Cloudhawk didn’t say anything to them. He just walked over to a corner rubbing his aching head and hunkered down. Then, the sound of footsteps approaching returned.

The door was pulled open, and a blonde woman entered. She was tall and rather thin, and when she saw the small cabin, she couldn’t hide a frown. When her sapphire blue eyes landed on Cloudhawk, they instantly turned hard.

As the saying goes, it pours when it rains. Claudia Lunae had joined them.

Of course, the two of them had come together and registered at the same time, so it was no surprise that they would be put in the same room. Cloudhawk shut his eyes and pretended like he hadn’t seen her. Claudia made her way to the furthest corner and sat on the floor, hugging her knees. Her eyes never left Cloudhawk.

Four people, four corners, not a single sound. It stayed that way until night fell.

The outpost’s soldiers hadn’t given a reason. They just forbade them from talking or making any sort of noise. They couldn’t even go outside. As for any eating, drinking or other bodily needs, they were left to their own devices. Thankfully, the room was pitch black at night, and they couldn’t even see their hands in front of their faces. The recruits had all brought some sort of container so they could handle their business.

They were only given one meal a day, but when the soldiers delivered it, the trainees’ faces turned green.

Was this even considered food? 

The bowls didn’t contain nutritious fare from Skycloud, that was for sure. Instead, it was a mass of foul-smelling roots mashed into a sort of paste and peppered with ants and other insects. To drink, they were given a thick red fluid that smelled coppery, likely a mix of blood from different animals.

They didn’t need to eat it for it to make their stomachs churn. Just the smell made them nauseous.

While three of them glowered unhappily at their food, they heard slurping from another corner. They followed the sound, and in the dim morning light, they could see Cloudhawk stuffing the black rhizomes into his mouth, chewing heartily. He gulped the whole thing down, bugs and all, stopping just short of licking the bowl clean. By the end, the only thing looking back at him from the bottom of his bowl was his reflection.

Cloudhawk didn’t hesitate to throw his head back and gulp down the blood-infused brew either. He finished it off and chucked the empty glass to one side before shutting his eyes and going back to sitting quietly.

What a disgusting, barbarous heathen! How could he eat this? It would just as likely kill him as fill him up!

As Claudia silently cursed the wastelander, the other two trainees were doing much the same. They were all Elysians. How could they suffer this treatment? They glared at Cloudhawk with haughty expressions and, were it not for the no-talking rule, they would have told him exactly how much of a disgrace he was.

An hour later, one of the soldiers returned to collect the bowls. Claudia and the other two hadn’t touched theirs. Cloudhawk, on the other hand, had eaten and drunken his fill. When he noticed that the others hadn’t, he knew why. Inwardly, he had a choice curse of his own to aim their way: Idiots!

It wasn’t hard to see the purpose of this.

The Elysians were spoiled young men and women of talent. This training was meant to make them tough, sharpen them, and the first step was to make sure they understood they didn’t have the perks of Elysian life anymore. They might have been used to a life of luxury, but they were human, and humans needed to eat. They knew they were going to be here a while as well.

So, if that was the case, Cloudhawk wasn’t going to waste his time. He fumbled around in his bag for a moment and pulled out a small bottle. It was some of the medicine he’d brought with him. They’d taken all the food and drink when he signed in, but they’d left him these.

He tipped the bottle, and an azure blue pill tumbled out. He chucked it into his mouth. This one was the Purifying Spirit Pill. [2]. It was meant to help improve his psychic abilities. Up to now, he’d been focused on strengthening his body, so it was the first time he’d taken this medicine. Since they were going to have him locked in this room doing nothing, now was as good a time as any.

It didn’t take long for the pill’s effects to emerge, but they weren’t physical. Instead, he felt like a thousand tiny needles were boring into his skull. The pain was intense.

Cloudhawk empties his mind and tried to meditate, and that’s when he felt a haze settle over his consciousness. It felt like he was slowly spinning in a dark sea or was lost in a newborn nebula. As he did, he felt like drips of fluid were falling into a small river below. That river was Cloudhawk’s psyche.

Whatever psychic abilities he had now was an inheritance from the phase stone’s previous owner. He had been gifted only the smallest amount from that vast and endless ocean, but it was enough to give Cloudhawk the power he’d needed. Now, he discovered that he didn’t need to rely on the stone. He could train to make himself stronger from within.

The greatest discovery was that improvement came quickly – at least as fast as any other talent from Skycloud. With his natural skills and help from the phase stone, who’s to say his psychic power couldn’t one day surpass the stone’s former master?

1. Apparently, they use ‘chrysanthemum flower’ as a euphemism for anus. The more you learn.

2. They were described as elixirs before, which are supposed to be liquid. Guess it’s been retconned to pills now
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The residents of the small dark room had encountered a serious problem. Here at the outpost, they were only given a single meal a day, and that meal consisted of foul roots and squirming insects. In lieu of water, they were given cups of blood.

Refuse to eat? Then, you starved. One might be able to hold out for a day, but they were only human. How long could they go without food?

Claudia and the other two from Skycloud watched Cloudhawk scarf the food down with relish like it was some rare delicacy. It made them doubt their assumption that the fare was as disgusting as it appeared.

It was precisely as disgusting as it looked, but under circumstances like these, they had to fool themselves into thinking otherwise. Claudia danced around the prospect for half an hour, though she knew time was limited. In another thirty minutes, a soldier was going to come and take their food away.

Gritting her teeth, Claudia picked out a root that didn’t look too awful from the mess in her bowl. They were all awful of course, but this piece at least looked relatively edible, even if it did remind her of petrified feces. If it were a consistent shape, it would speak to the owner’s good digestive health.

Alright, enough. It’s only psychological. Don’t mind how it looks.

Claudia rolled it between her fingers and felt the gritty soil stuck to it. It must have been recently dug out of the ground. But, it didn’t matter – toughen up and deal with it!

But then, she had second thoughts. She didn’t know where this had come from.

She pulled a knife from her rucksack and shaved off the root bark. [1] It helped dispel the illusion that it was shit, but the more she peeled, the more it started to smell like it. Still, she held back her disgust and took a bite. Right away, her face twisted into a pained expression.

“Yugghh---huuoooghh!!”

The other two couldn’t take it and followed her lead.

Could people actually eat this stuff?! It was like death to their taste buds. Every sniff was lethal! It didn’t matter how strong your will was, this stuff was stronger. It was absurd – ridiculous! How was that uncouth swine able to eat it like a delicacy? Impossible!

Cloudhawk had finished his portion long ago. He was seated quietly with his eyes closed.

He didn’t care what the others thought. Years in the wastelands had taught him that the more scarce food became, the more you had to conserve energy. Dispel the idea of any unnecessary movement. Try to make your body’s systems go dormant to spend less precious strength.

The results showed in the way his body reacted. Despite Cloudhawk’s famous appetite, he never grew too hungry. The outpost’s food left much to be desired in flavor, but it certainly had enough nutrition to keep them going.

Claudia Lunae and the other two trainees huddled in their corners, cradling growling stomachs.

They were demon hunters, and demon hunters got hungry faster than normal people. They were stronger, and so their bodies had to expend more energy to keep them going.  Typically, they offset that expenditure by eating a lot of nutrient-rich foods, but after two days, they were half-starved.

Claudia was just managing to fight back her nausea. She stretched out a hand to give it another shot when the door to their cabin burst open. A group of soldiers filed in and snatched up the bowls whether or not the trainees were done with them.

Day three.

Claudia managed to keep down her first bowl of food. She’d thrown up twice, but she was so hungry.

Day four.

She ate up every bite of the filthy stuff. This time, she didn’t vomit.

Day five.

They’d gotten used to the food, but they hadn’t even really started their training yet. This was just a taste of what hell was like. To Cloudhawk, the days of scanty food and scarce water was like being back in the wastelands. It was much worse for the spoiled Elysians.

But, it was endurable. Claudia and the others weren’t handling it as well as Cloudhawk, but he was able to tolerate much more than the typical person.

Five days and nights spent in total darkness, starved and tormented, had put them on edge. The worst was that they weren’t allowed to move around, much less speak. It was a cruel sort of punishment.

They were told over and over by trainers and family to respect all the rules, but after five days, their wills began to break. Impatience got the better of them, and they figured a few quiet words would cause no harm.

A little conversation would help make this whole thing easier. It wasn’t a big deal. What harm would one sentence do?

“Let’s talk.” The one to break the silence was one of the other Skycloud trainees. After so long without using his voice, it had become hoarse. “I saw a bunch of cabins. They can’t be listening at all hours. If we just sit here in silence, I’m going to go mad.”

“Yeah, hey what’s your name? I’m the third son of Southsky City’s general. My name’s…”

The two young noble children carried on their quiet conversation. Claudia also found the silence almost unbearable, but as she sat there and looked at Cloudhawk sitting silently and cross-legged across the room, she also kept her mouth shut. She wasn’t going to get shown up by that bastard.

If this idiot can hold out, then why can’t I? If he doesn’t open his mouth, then neither will I!

She hated Cloudhawk with a passion and saw him as her nemesis. She couldn’t abide looking weaker than him. Meanwhile, the other two were looking at Cloudhawk and Claudia. A pretty girl like her attracted attention anywhere she went, especially considering her family background. They figured it would be a good idea to get close to her.

But, she wasn’t talking. It would be improper to just boldly approach.

“Hey, why don’t you speak?”

“It’s alright. It’s night. If we keep it down, they won’t be able to hear us.”

They tried to get Cloudhawk’s attention, but after several attempts, Cloudhawk continued acting like he didn’t hear. This upset the two trainees. The small cabin was only maybe twenty meters across, so they stood up and walked over to him.

Cloudhawk was already disliked since he was clearly so different from them.

It had to be said that while the others were starving, he gulped down that awful food without a problem. He made them look like fools as they vomited their guts out while he just scarfed it all down. How could they not be upset?

“We’re talking to you. You dead?”

They tried several times to get his attention, but no matter what they did, Cloudhawk never moved. They weren't people to him. They were a pair of dancing monkeys chirping away. He didn’t want to waste any time with monkeys.

“Shit, you don’t care about showing disrespect, eh? I’m the son of Southsky’s general!”

One of the youths shot to his feet, upset by Cloudhawk’s perceived insult. He kicked Cloudhawk over.

Cloudhawk picked himself up, expressionless. He didn’t say anything, didn’t strike back, because he knew he wouldn’t like the consequences of acting out. His indifferent attitude only made the two young men angrier.

It was a performance put on for Claudia Lunae. After days in here embarrassing themselves, they wanted to regain some pride. It all rose up in them like a tide. One of them, seeing red, threw a fist at Cloudhawk’s face.

Claudia gloated with a cold sneer. These two were from small-town influential families. They were youths with exaggerated opinions of themselves. They were all put together for a reason, and the actions they took now were going to cost everyone involved. This was the best outcome for her.

Cloudhawk would definitely get wrapped up in it!

Claudia knew that Cloudhawk was as cunning as he was impulsive. If he was able to keep himself in check, it would be a surprise. All he had to do was lift a hand, and the punishment he earned would be music to her ears. If he didn’t, she would get to watch as these two morons beat the hell out of him. What could make her happier? After almost a week of darkness and silence, there’s finally some entertainment!

But, just as the guy’s fist arrived, it didn’t hit Cloudhawk as expected. Instead, he swung right through his head like he was flailing at air. 

“What the hell?”

The other one gave it a try. The result was the same, with his fists passing right through Cloudhawk’s head.

Was this guy some sort of apparition? He had to have some sort of special relic that was confusing them!

The two young men stared wide-eyed, and Cloudhawk just smirked back. Their blood ran cold. “You…. You got guts. I’ll remember.” 

Neither dared come at him again. It didn’t matter where he came from. If Cloudhawk could use a power like that, he was no ordinary guy. He wasn’t someone they should screw around with. It would only end up badly for them.

Cloudhawk shut his eyes and sat back down without saying a word.

The two morons thought they were clever, but Oddball had been keeping an eye out. Every day, there were at least three soldiers standing watch over their cabin, working in shifts. Their strange auras were tough even for Cloudhawk to recognize, so he wasn’t sure when they were nearby. But, he knew the nonsense these guys had been up to was being recorded. They knew.

The sixth day.

The seventh day.

As time passed, one could imagine it wasn’t just a handful that broke the rules.

Bang, bang, bang!

“Gather up!”

On the eighth day, a gong rang loudly enough to wake everyone. Trainees filed out of their cabins to find several large men standing in the center of the camp near an iron pylon. A scarred man with an eye patch and black clothing stood in front.

He faced a group of seventy to eighty young, fresh-faced recruits all around their early twenties with bags on their backs. After seven days and nights, they all looked famished and barely able to stand.

As Cloudhawk walked out into the crowd, he felt hostile eyes on him. His brows drew together. He knew Claudia hated him, but after her father’s pleas, her violent tendencies had all but disappeared.

This murderous feeling… it was hard to understand.

Cloudhawk was sure that there was no one he knew here besides Claudia. Why would anyone want to wish him harm? He started to look around for the owner of those eyes when…

Clank, clank, clank. The sound of heavy footsteps.

Five veteran soldiers circling a single man walked by.

He was easily two meters tall and as brawny as a lion. His reddish black face was marked with half a dozen scars that reached from one side of his face to the other. They had clearly been stitched. It made his already unpleasant face harder to look at like they’d used different kinds of skin to paste it all back together.

He walked in an imposing manner, and every step made the ground shake. He looked like nothing could stop him – he’d walk right through a mountain and cleave it in half if it dared stand in his way.

“Hello, everyone. I am one of your training instructors. The men with me are my assistants, and that’s it for my self-introduction.” The scarred instructor spoke very quickly – as fast as lightning and as sharp as a blade. His voice boomed through the camp. “If I select you, step forward.”

He started to point at people, ultimately selecting twenty from the crowd. Among them were the two from Cloudhawk’s cabin. As they stood before the instructor’s cold glare, they didn’t dare move a muscle.

The fear emanating from all twenty was almost palpable.

All of them had something in common; they’d all somehow broken the rules while locked in the cabins. Up till now, they thought they’d been lucky. But at last, they realized their folly – they were being watched twenty-four hours a day.

“Do you know why I singled you lot out? Breaking the rules in and of itself isn’t bad – we like rule-breakers in Hell Valley! But, if you’re going to break the rules, you either need to have the power to change the rules or be smart enough not to get caught! That’s where you failed.” The instructor grinned, and his scarred face twisted up like a devil’s. It made their skin crawl. “So, now you’ve got to pay the price. That’s all there is to it. If any of you disagree, then step up! I’ll give you a shot.”

The twenty offenders looked around at one another. None of them dared raise their voice.

As strong as his assistants were, no one wanted to test the instructor’s strength. They’d been caught, and he picked them out without fail. There was nothing to be gained by arguing. That would only make their punishment worse.

“Alright. Well, if you aren’t willing to take your shot, then don’t blame me for what’s coming.”

The scarred instructor’s sinister grin made everyone shiver.

1. Often in Chinese traditional medicine, the root bark is the most efficacious. Keep that in mind if you’re ever stuck alone in the wilderness and are forced to stuff strange plant matter into your face.
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Five stony-faced assistant instructors stepped forward with long whips in their hands. It was easy to guess that they would soon be used.

Meanwhile, the scarred instructor stood before the group with his hands behind his back that was straight as a javelin. His loud and imposing voice boomed forth, “Twenty lashes! Spare no effort!”

Cloudhawk had personally experienced what sort of strength these assistants were capable of. While they didn’t possess the skills of a demon hunter, they were more than strong enough to handle the young trainees.

If they used their full force, he was convinced they could whip a boulder to pieces!

Crack!

“One!”

Piercing screams rose up from among the offending students. It wasn’t that they were weak, but the bite of the whips was too intense. In addition to whatever tough substance they were made out of, the whips actually spat sparks as they tore through the air. One pass of the whip could easily split a wild boar’s hide and rend the flesh beneath.

The effect was even more intense for these young trainees.

One lash was almost more than they could bear, but as the blood began to flow and the pain spread through their whole bodies, a second lash came. By the third, one of the female trainees had fainted. Most of the others only lasted to five. The strongest managed to suffer through seven or eight passes but eventually also collapsed.

The assistants didn’t stop once the trainees lost consciousness. They kept going until all twenty lashes were delivered.

The others watching swallowed back their fear and alarm.

Twenty lacerated bodies lay on the ground, some sporting wounds that were deep enough to reveal bone. It would be many days before they could recover from this punishment, and were it not for the immediate treatment they were given, these wounds would have left many crippled. The assistant instructors had done their best to nearly beat these young men and women to death!

The two that had come from Cloudhawk’s cabin were out cold and hardly recognizable. They were so badly beaten that it looked like they’d been attacked by a pack of wild dogs. It was hard to look at them.

Finally, the scarred instructor nodded. “Take them away! They’ve all been eliminated!”

The remaining trainees blanched, and Cloudhawk fought back the urge to curse. Shit! We just started, and they’re already kicking people out. Why even bother beating them to within an inch of their lives? Not everyone can handle punishment like that. It’ll ruin them!

“You pity them, don’t you? That’s wrong – you should envy them. You are the ones who deserve pity!” The scarred man smiled a black smile, and his voice came down like a hammer. “Once you enter Hell Valley, there’s no going back. Either you meet the criteria and walk out, or you leave on your backs. At least they still live, but only because they hadn’t been formally admitted. Many of you won’t be so lucky.”

The trainees’ faces were a mix of stern, enraged, and frightened. Hell Valley was true to its reputation, for here they weren’t seen as people. Didn’t the instructor know that some of these trainees came from illustrious Skycloud nobility?

“The welcoming ceremony is finished. Now, you really have entered hell. I’m sure you’ve heard some things about us before you came, but I’m here to tell you that whatever you’ve been told is just the beginning. Believe me – you’ll learn all about what it’s really like here very soon.”

As he spoke, the scarred instructor walked back and forth before the group of trainees. He stopped, and as he stood looking back at them, he sunk a few inches into the earth like he was some enormous colossus.

“I don’t care where you’ve come from, whether you’re from the military, a noble house, or are a demon hunter. The moment you arrived, you all became one thing – garbage. Filth. Worms! Understand? Repeat it!”

Those from noble families were already offended by his lack of respect, but after this speech, most were unhappy. The nobles were especially enraged.

No one opened his mouth.

The instructor wasn’t upset and, in fact, smiled. He was afraid he might have scared them into submission too early, but he was pleased to find that he’d been too merciful. That was good. Otherwise, it would have been boring.

“No one here is willing to recognize his worthlessness? Good! Very good! I appreciate that.” He went back to pacing the line, a vicious grin on his hideous face. “If that’s the case, I’m going to give you all a chance to prove your backbone.”

Cloudhawk then felt a wave of power emanating from the man, an oppressive force not the slightest bit inferior to someone like Frost de Winter. His rich and barbaric aura made their skin crawl and their hearts race. He was like a demon who’d crawled out of the pits of hell.

Everyone watched him, expressionless. No one said a word.

He continued with a ferocious howl. “If any of you can beat me, I’ll give everyone one of you a free pass, an exemption from the Hell Valley entrance exam. I’ll give thirty seconds for a challenger to step up before everyone gets ten lashes!”

There was an entrance exam too? What the hell!? They still weren’t formally in the training yet?

Ten lashes were unacceptable. They’d all seen what happened to the last group. Ten lashes might not almost kill them, but it would definitely make them pass out and leave awful wounds.

“Twenty seconds! What? You’re all cowards, eh? No one has the balls to take a shot?”

Everyone glared. They hadn’t even started training, and they were supposed to accept a beating? No one liked the idea, but they weren’t fooled either. The instructor’s offer was a trap no idiot would willingly fall into.

“Ten seconds!”

Cloudhawk sighed softly. It looked like there was no avoiding it. He was gonna take a beating no matter what. It was better than being torn apart, as anyone who tried to fight the instructor would be. But, he underestimated the arrogance and self-confidence of the Elysians and overestimated their common sense.

“Five seconds!”

“Instructor!” a gallant young man shouted at him. “I challenge you!”

When he heard it, the scars on the instructor’s face twisted horrendously into a hungry grin. His smile was more unsettling than any curse. A young man in his twenties with broad shoulders and a muscular body made himself known. He wore standard demon hunter clothing with leather armor over the top. 

When Claudia saw who made the challenge, her eyes filled with astonishment. She knew this guy. He was also from a distinguished Skycloud city family. He wasn’t as strong as the stars of their generation – like Frost or Dawn – but he could hold his own for ten rounds or so against them. That wasn’t easy, and it was probably what gave him the confidence to accept the instructor’s challenge.

The scarred tyrant was just a soldier, but he didn’t show an ounce of fear when facing a demon hunter. He extended his hand and motioned the challenger forward.

The youth raised his left hand, a sword cradled against his calm. A cyan light glimmered around it, and winds gusted through the camp. A crisp and clear ringing sound hung in the air for a long time. 

Nice sword!

Everyone shared the same thought.

Demon hunter power burst forth, and cyan light radiated from the weapon’s tip. He wasn’t going to take any chances with this scarred sadist. While the ringing sound continued, the sword suddenly split in two. As the blades crossed, a gust of cutting wind fired out towards the instructor.

A bladestorm ranged attack!

The guy had some skill!

His attack’s dual whirlwinds looked simple enough, but underlying them was a mysterious force. At this distance, it would, at the very least, cut off any route of escape. Whether the instructor tried to go left, right, or overhead, he would still be right in its path. And while the instructor was getting boxed in, the trainee was preparing his third strike. He’d been prepared, for if the instructor dodged his first two bladestorms, the third would surely do him in!

With a grim chuckle, the instructor reacted. He raised his right hand and punched. His hand was covered in an Elysian tungsten steel gauntlet, but he still punched at supersonic speed. The friction of the steel piercing the air released sparks.

Bang! It sounded like a thick pane of glass shattering.

The scarred man’s fist plunged into the heart of a bladestorm and blew it to pieces. The cyan power burst out every which way and dissipated.

The young man’s face paled. “Impossible – t-that’s impossible! How could a normal human body resist my attack?!”

The young man was not a lowly demon hunter novice. He’d spent two years in military service before arriving at Hell Valley. He was sure his relic’s bladestorms could carve apart steel – and yet, the scarred instructor had simply punched it apart? It was so absurd he couldn’t believe it!

The tungsten gauntlet had clean cuts all the way through, and fresh blood leaked from the fissures. The youth had drawn blood but it meant nothing to the scarred man. “Is that all you got?”

Shame brought on a wave of anger, and the younger man attacked again. The cyan light from his sword rose suddenly to a blazing glare, and he launched himself forward as fast as the wind. Meanwhile, his sword was quick as a viper and lashed out in a thickly packed series of blows. A rain of steel came crashing down on the instructor.

As Cloudhawk watched, his pupils constricted. This guy was faster and stronger than he was. He had to ask himself: if it were him on the other side of this attack, could he endure?

The scarred instructor moved quickly and agilely like a specter. He saw through each strike and avoided them all while retreating a couple of meters. With a sharp look in his eye, the young man raised his weapon, poised to continue. At last, he whipped his sword around, and an enormous bladestorm erupted from the sword.

This close, this fast, and this strong. The young man was sure he had him this time.

The scarred man stood still, unmoving, while dust was kicked up around him. Then, he disappeared, leaving only a faint afterimage where he’d been. Cloudhawk gaped in disbelief. He knew the instructor didn’t really vanish. He was just so fast that it seemed that way.

Woosh! The bladestorm surged over one of the wooden cabins.

The wooden structure was carved right down the middle as easily as cutting through a sheet of paper, a petal, or a leaf. It slowly started to separate and fall to either side.

The young man was not a weakling. He couldn’t match up to someone like Frost de Winter, but he had to be within the top three of the trainees here. And, he was of noble birth to boot.

What happened next, no one saw clearly. It happened too fast.

Before he could retract his arm, a thick hand reached out and held it fast. It twisted and then, as easily as snapping a dead branch, his arm folded backward more than ninety degrees. Bone snapped and tore through flesh to reveal the jagged break.

The young man screamed, no longer able to hold his sword. It flew out of his grip and got lodged in a boulder some distance away. It cut through rock as easy as custard, showing just how sharp it really was.

“Hahaha!” The instructor’s spiteful laughter rang through the camp. “That is all you got? You aren’t even as strong as one of my assistants. You had no hope of besting me!”


68 / Everyone, Strip!


The instructor didn’t use a relic. With only his physical speed and strength, he handily crushed a capable demon hunter. This young trainee was no fresh-cheeked novice.

It was a shocking display for everyone who watched. Demon hunters were proud of their abilities, and yet, they’d just watched one get absolutely wrecked by a mere soldier.

Still, the youth was worthy of his demon hunter title. Even though one of his arms was now useless, he tried to fight on with the other. With a roar, he slammed his fist towards the man’s hideously scarred face.

Crack! The trainee screamed again. His fist struck bone that was as sturdy as iron, and the damage he did to his own fist was worse than what he inflicted on the instructor’s face. Their tyrannical trainer only chuckled darkly before kicking the younger man’s knee so hard that it folded backward. Snap!

His victim was forced to his one good knee.

He’d won, but that didn’t stop the scarred man from continuing. With an open-handed slap, he dislocated the demon hunter’s jaw and sent him flying. He toppled head over heels among a cloud of spit and broken teeth. After hitting the ground, he writhed in place like a pitiful dying insect. What happened to the proud demeanor of a demon hunter?

The scarred instructor slowly walked over to the young man. He placed his boot on his skull and looked over the crowd with savage eyes. “Is this what I can expect from the mighty demon hunters? Rubbish! Garbage!”

Anywhere one went within the Elysian lands, demon hunters were treated with the utmost respect. They were warriors in service to the gods, defenders of the holy lands. Strong and noble, a demon hunter’s mystical powers were the stuff of legends to the average citizen and commanded their awe.

The ugly instructor was a soldier through and through, and yet, he still embarrassed the demon hunter before all of them. This wasn’t just an insult to their order. It also showed disdain for the gods themselves!

Did he really come from the Elysian lands? How could the realm of the gods produce someone so ruthless, arrogant, and cruel? All manner of sinful things lived in this beast’s heart. Yet, despite their rage and hatred, everyone felt powerless before the scarred instructor. With the young demon hunter writhing beneath his boot, he looked at them and asked if anyone else wanted to take a shot.

Cloudhawk stayed quiet, but internally, he was sizing up the truth of where he found himself. The guards here were elite veterans, hand-picked from the best. One of them fought with the strength of ten men. These training assistants were highly capable soldiers who’d been discharged from service. They were as strong as Dawn without her weapons – they were apex warriors.

The instructor himself was even harder to evaluate. Judging by the scarred man’s strength, speed, and agility, he had to have gone through countless body-modifying processes. The scarred man fought as hard as Dawn did at full strength, and he hardly seemed to be trying.

Most importantly, these men had decades-long military careers during which they must have been elite special operations or unit commanders. Their skills had been honed over a hundred battles, leaving corpses piled high in their wakes. In a life-or-death fight, Cloudhawk wasn’t sure even the likes of Frost de Winter or Dawn Polaris would survive.

Something also told him that the instructors’ true strength didn’t lie in their mere combat prowess.

These incredible warriors and talents were completely unknown. Mere instructors at a training camp? Inside information was a rich commodity in the Elysian lands. Cloudhawk found it hard to believe that there could be so many skilled people here without anyone knowing.

“You demon hunters are nothing more than monkeys to me, showing off your asses like you’re worth something. You think because you can play with trinkets that no one is a match?” The scarred instructor belittled them as he pulled a cigarette from his pocket. He lit it and scanned the crowd with cold eyes. His voice was a sinister growl. “You all better fuckin’ listen real close. Relics are weapons, and weapons are an extension of power – but they aren’t everything. There are people all over the world that can tear demon hunters apart with nothing but their bare hands. There are too many examples of people who can kill you relic-wielding shits with nothing but smarts and planning! Worms like you rely on tools and neglect your own bodies. You are as frail as paper; you can’t run faster than anyone else. You aren’t as agile as anyone else. You don’t react faster than anyone else – but you sure as fuck will die like everyone else.”

“What is Hell Valley? Let me enlighten you. It’s a garbage dump where trash like you is pulverized. I chose to come here because it means I get to crush worthless fucks like you for shit and giggles. Hahaha!”

To illustrate his point, the instructor stomped on the one good knee of the young man beneath him. It elicited another series of sickening crunches to which the mangled demon hunter howled. With a piteous whine, he rolled half-consciously on the ground, and the instructor kicked him away like a fleshy sack.

“Eliminated! Get his ass out of here!”

A pair of assistants walked over and dragged him away.

None of the guy’s wounds were life-threatening, but they would be very difficult to recover from. He would need the Temple’s healing medicines. Otherwise, the damage would be permanent.

The instructor threw his half-smoked cigarette into the dirt and trampled it beneath his boot. All the while, his dark glare swept the crowd, looking for another victim to brutalize. “Filth! Scum! Worms! Who else wants to make a stand?”

Everyone was silent the instructor’s savage threat hung over them. They were all skilled enough to be demon hunters. They did not fear death or challenge, but senseless humiliation was unacceptable.

“It looks like you’ve all come to accept what you are. I’ll remind you that out here, there is no such thing as pride, status, or title. Out here, my word is like the word of the gods – you listen or you pay the price.” His words were mocking and downright blasphemous. If the Temple had heard him, he would be burned at the stake, but he didn’t care in the slightest. He waved impatiently. “Let’s get the admission test underway!”

They must have been out here for ages. These soldiers were barbarians from head to toe.

Cloudhawk was anxious about what this admission test would entail, but he steeled his resolve. Whatever it was, the exam wasn’t going to be a walk in the park.

The instructor looked them over once more. “The goal is simple: weed out the garbage. By the end, we usually eliminate fifty percent.”

Fifty percent? That would be around thirty of them! They haven’t even started, and half were about to be kicked out.

More frightening was what the instructor had just said: once you joined the training, don’t expect to walk out in one piece. He could only imagine what would happen to those who got eliminated. Serious injury or death both seemed just as likely.

Their cruel leader continued, “Clothes off. Let’s go.”

Many hesitated. It wasn’t just men here. A full third were young women. They came from noble families. His demands were surely going too far.

“I’ll say it again. I don’t give a shit about your dignity or where you come from. It doesn’t matter who your daddy is, how rich you are, or how glorious your name is. Out here, that means fuck-all!” His words were icy daggers. Hell Valley turned people into weapons. It wasn’t a goddamn day camp. Nothing disgusted him more than these newbies and their melodramas. “You got three choices. One, take me on in a fight. If you win, then you get a pass. Of course, if you lose, I snap your arm and throw you out. Two, do what I say and take off your clothes. Three, my assistants will help you take your clothes off!”

The women looked frantically around with red eyes. These weren’t trainers. They were torturers!

Claudia was, of course, deeply insulted by the order. Was she really expected to remove her clothes in front of all these trainees, the scarred instructor, and a hundred or so soldiers? To Elysian women who held chastity as among the greatest virtues, this was unthinkable.

No one wanted to remove their clothes, but if they didn’t… what would this scarred animal do? He said the test would weed out fifty percent of them, so Claudia didn’t believe he’d be willing to throw everyone out. How would the training camp continue without trainees?

Their faces were masks, but they shared the same thought. No one moved.

Good, this is how it should be. Hope rose in Claudia’s heart.

The scarred instructor took their refusal as a challenge. Slowly, his lips curled into a hideous smirk. Sometimes, when a lion’s sovereignty was challenged, a little blood was needed to reassert dominance. It was time to show them who really held the power here. They would learn how to act. “Twenty lashes for each of them. Do it!”

Everyone knew just how cruel these whips were. They’d seen it with their own eyes. If twenty lashes didn’t kill them, it would leave them crippled.

Then, they would all be eliminated.

Was the instructor really willing to get rid of everyone? The assistants hesitated. He was insane!

Cloudhawk also scowled with anxiety. Even as strong as his body was and even with his improved healing ability, twenty lashes would take some him time to recover from. If they beat him that badly, how would he participate in the training?

The scarred man didn’t care about his fellows’ hesitation. “What are you fucks gaping about? Do I need to whip them all myself?!”


69 / The Entrance Exam


The instructor’s assistants looked at each other awkwardly.

It wasn’t that they sympathized with the students. Asking them to remove their clothes was a simple thing. If they wrung their hands over such a trivial thing, that was their own problem – all over their so-called dignity? Out in the field, when real battle called, it wasn’t just skin that would be revealed. Bone, muscle, organs, and more might be exposed. Compared to that, what’s a little nudity?

The reason they hesitated was because the scarred instructor wasn’t the only instructor in the valley. If this madman eliminated every trainee, what would they say to the instructors waiting within?

“Instructor Cutter [1], that’s enough for today.” One of the assistants stepped forward and offered protest. They were all grizzled veterans, so they didn’t need to keep their reservations a secret. He cut right to the chase. “If you eliminate everyone, the instructors down in the valley won’t be pleased. There’s no rush. We can take our time.”

Instructor Cutter frowned. “You make a good point. So what’s your suggested punishment?”

The assistant was ready with an answer. “If their modesty is so important, let them have it. They keep their skivvies for the price of five lashes. If they refuse to remove anything, they get the full twenty with no quarter given.”

“Very well!” The scarred man clapped his hands for emphasis. “You hear that? Today’s your lucky day! If I had my way, you all would be out on your bleeding asses! Now, let’s get going!”

“Instructor, I have a question!”

Claudia heard a familiar voice rise from the crowd, and it filled her with a sense of foreboding. The instructor, his face full of irritation, searched the crowd until he found the frail frame the voice had come from.

Cloudhawk felt like a mountain had descended upon him, so intense that he had to keep his knees from shaking. But, he was different from the others. He’d seen the terrible things the world was capable of and stood firm.

The young guy’s steadfast demeanor surprised Cutter. It was a surprise to find someone with some stones among this pile of garbage. “You’ve got a mouth, shithead. Use it!” [2]

“So if we take everything off, we don’t get beat, right?”

“Obviously, you dimwit!”

Cutter watched in surprise as this young man, in full view of his companions, stepped forward without reservation. Steady hands stripped off one piece of clothing after another until he stood there as naked as the day he was born.

Cloudhawk! Such a bastard… This shameless pig deserves to be hacked into a thousand pieces!

Confronted with this scene, the others squirmed with discomfort and disgust – especially the women, Claudia among them. It was like hot needles in their eyes. How could there be someone so bold and immodest?!

Cutter looked him over. The guy looked like a twig with his clothes on, but once the clothes were removed, he was able to see the corded muscles beneath. He was chiseled and compact like a panther ready to pounce. From the look of him, it was clear that this greenhorn had some strength and speed.

But, Cutter wasn’t impressed with his build. Instead, he respected the kid’s indifference to everyone’s stares. His face wasn’t even red. A great man didn’t sweat the little things and had thick skin. Not bad, not bad at all.

The first among the trainees to strip did so with perfect calm.

As he stood there naked before the Elysians, they couldn’t understand his behavior. But, he, in turn, didn’t understand their reticence. After all, everyone came into the world without a stitch. Clothes were like the swords they carried, picked up later in life. Did “dignity” mean being shackled to these things you hung on your body?

Out in the wastelands, wandering around naked didn’t even earn one a second glance.

It wasn’t that Cloudhawk didn’t have any pride. On the contrary, he probably had more than most. What he’d learned was that dignity and honor didn’t come from anything on the outside – it came from inside. It was the constraints we set for ourselves, the lines in the sand we refused to cross. That line was different for everyone; the beggar gave no thought to saving face while anything less than a luxurious meal for a millionaire was seen as an affront.

If you thought about it that way, human beings really were rather peculiar creatures who obsessed over the most pointless of things.

Taking his clothes off was about ideology. If he were allowed to run around naked all the time, he might be called a philosopher.

“You sure move fast, kid.” Cutter gave Cloudhawk another weighing glance. “I’ll remember you. I hope you make it through. Pick up your shit and stand to one side.”

The others looked at each other in speechless despair. But in the end, they had no choice. Clothes started coming off.

Sixty of the trainees, Claudia included, chose to leave their undergarments on to preserve their modesty. The men wore underwear whereas the women also had a strip of cloth across their breasts to keep them hidden. The instructor was true to his word and ordered the assistants to deliver five lashes. A few of the weaker ones couldn’t handle it and were taken away, unconscious. Needless to say, they would not be joining them in Hell Valley.

Surprisingly, another trainee took the immodest path as the process continued.

“Wait, wait! I’ll take ‘em off.”

People were beginning to realize the cost of pride. Obviously, the entrance requirements were high and the chances of elimination were great. They would need to be strong, and five lashes would sap them of that essential energy. A strip of clothing might cost them their spot, and that would bring them even greater shame. They would be throwing away their chance to let their talent stand out.

All their clothes came off. Someone else followed Cloudhawk’s example.

Five or six more chose to remove all their clothing including two young women. Embarrassment was a small sacrifice if they could avoid elimination. The remaining fifty-some stuck to their ideals, refusing to cross their line in the sand. Weak and dripping blood, they shuffled over to the other side after paying for it.

“There are a couple of you that get what we do here, but not enough. Now, you gotta hand over everything you own.” Cutter pointed to the clothes and bags the trainees desperately clung to. “I mean everything. Clothes, relics, medicine – hand it all over. None of those are allowed where you’re going. They’ll be returned to you when the test is done. If we find out you’ve hidden anything from us, we’ll have you flogged and thrown out!”

No one was happy with this order either. The demands were becoming harsher and more unreasonable as time went on.

A demon hunter’s relics were a large part of their fighting prowess, not to mention the sign of their status and honor. Under no circumstances would they ever give up their relics, so the instructor’s demands were the equivalent to stripping them of any sense of security.

But, there were no exceptions. Everything had to be given up!

“The test is simple.” The scarred madman pointed through the mist-cloaked forest to the barely visible valley beyond. “You have to get to Hell Valley as fast as possible. First half to get there stays. Everyone else is eliminated. I suggest you give up your shit quick. An early start makes passing more likely. Offer still stands though – you can beat me in a fight and pass, or you can follow my orders. My patience is limited so don’t fuck around.”

After seeing what Cutter was able – and happy – to do, who would be stupid enough to challenge him? Assistants passed among the crowd with boxes to gather the trainees’ personal items. Although they were clearly reluctant, everyone complied. They had to. Who knew what the punishment for refusing was?

Cloudhawk piled everything he owned into the box and locked it shut. An assistant then looked him over to make sure he wasn’t carrying anything else. Everyone was then given coarse linen robes, the sort prisoners might wear, as protection from the elements.

These affluent and respected demon hunters had never experienced treatment like this before, but they kept their ashen faces even. None of them were interested in catching Cutter’s attention. All they could do was exactly what they were told.

“Open the Valley! Welcome to Hell, ladies and gentlemen!”

The gate leading to the valley slowly opened, and a vast dead forest greeted them. The assistance pushed the trainees onward like a herd of geese.

Cloudhawk felt dozens of angry eyes following him as they stepped out into the forest. He must have offended these uptight nobles, so sticking around wasn’t in his best interests. He picked up the pace and quickly headed off towards the distant valley.

He raced into the forest and leaped high off the ground. The branch he landed on bowed under his weight a full five meters, and in the same motion, he bent his knees to gather momentum. When the built-up pressure snapped back and the branch whipped back into place, it sent him soaring through the air like a bullet. 

He started by putting some distance between himself and the others.

Those who had not been punished ran after him in fine condition. The others, nursing wounds and dripping blood, were already struggling and couldn’t keep up.

Their pride and honor were going to cost them.

Once Cloudhawk was satisfied with his lead, he began to slow down. After a moment, a pudgy yellow bird joined him and promptly spat a stone from its mouth. Cloudhawk slipped it over his neck.

Through their connection, Cloudhawk conspired with Oddball when he was turning over his things. He palmed the phase stone and gave it to the bird, which had taken it and flown off ahead.

Both the bird and stone were still safe and in hand.

Something like this rock wasn’t going to attract any attention. As for the Gospel of the Sands, the Mask of a Thousand Faces, his invisibility cloak, and so forth, they were great treasures but weren’t priceless. The phasing stone couldn’t be allowed out of his sight.

Now that it was back around his neck, he felt far less troubled.

No matter what was in store, with the stone and its phasing abilities Cloudhawk had a serious advantage. He knew that one way or another, this advantage was gonna be especially important, at least in making sure no one could threaten him.

Cloudhawk was sure no one was catching up, but he didn’t want to waste any time.

As he made his way through the forest, the mist began to clear. A scene he wasn’t prepared for revealed itself, one that filled Cloudhawk with dread. This test wasn’t anywhere near as easy as the instructor let them believe.

1. Up to now, he has been referred to as “knife-scarred instructor”. The soldier now calls him “Blade Instructor” – Cutter seemed apt.

2. In probably my most favorite line ever, the instructor says “you have an ass, so fart!”


70 / Waylaid


It was a tree.

An absolutely enormous tree practically the size of a small mountain. It would take several dozen people linking hands to wrap their arms around its trunk.

It’d been already dead for many years, but its dried out husk of a trunk towered overhead. The wind and elements had turned it to stone, and all that was left were leafless, spindly finger-like branches that reached into the sky. It looked like the withered hair of a demon and made the surroundings all the more sinister.

But, it wasn’t the tree’s peculiar size or dramatic state that grabbed his attention. What gave Cloudhawk pause was what hung from it, things that would not naturally appear there. A dozen desiccated corpses swayed in the breeze like fruit that had rotted on the vine, impaled by the thorn-like barren branches. It was a strange and gruesome scene. [1] Some were already skeletons, having been dead for more than three years. [2] Others were weathered mummies with dried and twisted expressions. Those hadn’t been dead long.

The dead weren’t strange, but seeing them here – like this – was alarming.

Cloudhawk cautiously picked his way closer. The tattered robes on the corpses were the same sort he wore. Were these trainees like him whose luck had run out? What killed them? It wouldn’t make sense for it to have been some animal, for there weren’t any signs they were eaten, and no animal he knew hung their dinner up like this. The tree itself just looked weird but was itself dead. He didn’t think there was any way it could do this to the trainees by itself.

He was suddenly struck by the impression that this was not a place he should linger. As he was turning to leave, his keen senses perked up, but it was too late. His left leg broke an imperceptibly thin silk strand that traversed the path.

A trap?!

A palpable sense of danger enveloped him as spines suddenly shot out from crevices in the tree’s trunk. 

They shot out almost faster than he could follow and were certainly coated in poison. Cloudhawk was fairly sure he could survive most poisons, but whatever this was certainly wouldn’t feel comfortable if he got a dose.

Unarmed, Cloudhawk had no way to protect himself, and it was all too fast for him to react. He tried to dodge, but the thorns came raining down like hail. Thankfully, he was able to avoid most, but a handful still managed to find their marks.

However, the Cloudhawk of today was far different from the Cloudhawk of old. When the spines struck, he immediately tightened the muscles in the affected areas, stopping them from penetrating any further than skin deep. The toxins in the barbs diffused through the skin almost immediately, but it also awakened the Trespasser virus. The two microscopic substances started to do battle.

The skin around the points of contact turned black.

At first, it looked like a reaction to the poison but was actually the opposite. The discoloration came from Trespasser, which forced the toxins to the surface and away from Cloudhawk’s veins. He knew this was the sign that his organs and brain were protected.

He was still getting his bearings when several small human-shaped figures poured out from the trees.

The first thing he heard was strange, bestial hisses coming from their throats. Then, he saw that their bodies were caked in some sort of grey substance. It outlined their ribcages and made them look like shambling skeletons. Each one hefted wooden spears that sported chipped bone heads as they raced to be the first to skewer Cloudhawk.

Wastelanders? There were actually wastelanders living here!

He had to give it to that scar-faced fuck. He thought that when they said to go quickly, they were just talking about some mutated animals, maybe a dangerous plant or two. But this? An intelligent race of people laying traps throughout the forest? Furthermore, the instructor hadn’t even hinted at it.

Sending a group of people without forewarning, without experience, into unknown territory where an enemy lay in wait… well, one could imagine what the results would be.

The pygmies weren’t typical wastelanders – they were more like sweepers, mutated humans from the wastelands. However, this race seemed to have developed a stable mutation within their bodies that made them all look similar as opposed to the wide array of mutations he was used to seeing. Out in the wastes, the mutations were as varied as the people who had them, which made his old haunt a constant freak show.

Male adult Deadwood pygmies were about a meter and a half tall. They were small, certainly, but they made up for it with agility. They moved through the gnarled forests as quickly as the wind. They were also smart. That was obvious from their trap. But, in this case, their trap made them overconfident.

They assumed that their poison-tipped barbs had robbed their prey of the strength to fight back. Like madmen, they fell on Cloudhawk one after another, eager to be the first to injure the Elysian. Little did they know that their poisons had no effect on this human. He had been hardly affected at all.

“Go!”

Cloudhawk shrugged his shoulder, and Oddball took off. It rose overhead to survey the landscape and see how bad the situation was. If he found that there were a lot of these mutants or his competitors were closing in, he would have a chance to prepare.

“Ya-ya-ya-ya-ya!”

One of the Deadwood natives brandished his spear and charged at Cloudhawk. Were his opponent human, Cloudhawk would have perhaps shown mercy. Unfortunately for the pygmy, however, he had a deep distaste for their kind.

The sweeper stabbed, but his spear hit nothing. He stared, stunned when the weapon was suddenly yanked out of his hand. He didn’t even see how Cloudhawk did it.

“Here, take it back!”

Cloudhawk returned the pygmy’s spear right through his chest. It slid through him and out from his back, stabbing into the second pygmy coming up from behind. The second unfortunate mutant was pinned to one of the petrified trees.

Cloudhawk juked away from another attack, this time punching his attacker square in the face. The crisp sound of shattered bone answered as the mutant’s cheekbone broke into half a dozen pieces. Cloudhawk didn’t pause, whipping around to plant a kick on another pygmy’s chest. He struck with such force that he turned shattered bone to shrapnel and churned organs into minced meat. The sweeper was flung away in a shower of vomit and blood like a gruesome firecracker.

How could this guy keep fighting after being poisoned?!

They weren’t alone. Cloudhawk shared their surprise. Ever since coming to the Elysian lands, he’d been getting stronger by the day. He’d practiced the demon hunter body forging exercises up to thirty postures but had yet to really fight to see his progress.

Of course, his time in Skycloud was spent with anomalies like Dawn and Frost de Winter. He could get through all thirty-six postures and still not stand a chance against them. But now that Cloudhawk was letting loose with his full strength, he was shocked to find that he had to be at least as strong as Mad Dog used to be – maybe even stronger!

Cloudhawk was different from Mad Dog, though. The Tartarus Mercenary’s captain was all about force, while Cloudhawk had that in addition to speed, quick reaction time, regeneration, and control. He was a balanced all-rounder. Half a year had passed since he was that worthless scav, and if he went back as he was now, he would be a match for any Tartarus elite.

But, the disadvantage of his speed was that he didn’t have the experience to be proficient in his new body. He might be as strong as Mad Dog, but the warrior had twenty-some years of life experience in the harsh wilderness that tempered his abilities. He’d known exactly how to use his strength to produce more than a hundred percent of his potential. Meanwhile, Cloudhawk was lucky to effectively use eighty percent of his potential.

Be that as it may, everyday sweepers were no longer any match for Cloudhawk.

If these mutants were here, it had to mean they had a camp nearby. He couldn’t afford to let any of them escape to alert the others. He’d soon find this place crawling with enemies, and that would cause all sorts of trouble.

He snapped up a discarded spear and went on the attack. In a flash, several pygmy sweepers were knocked flying. They screamed and hollered in fear, but it was too late to flee. They all perished under the bites of their own weapons.

Cloudhawk whipped around, looking for his next target like a wild animal. One of the indigenous warriors who was unlike the others stepped out from the trees. He wore thin leather armor and held a gun in each hand. As he leaped out, he started to fire while still midair.

Cloudhawk’s eyes contracted to black pinpricks. The bullets’ trajectories were reflected within.

He could see a trail where the bullets split the air from the instant they left the gun to where they passed now. Incredible… Cloudhawk never dreamed he’d be able to see so precisely!

He’d never experienced anything like this before. Beyond being able to see the bullets’ flight path, if he were a little faster and a little more precise, he could block them with just his weapon.

He didn’t dare try it now. Instead, he dodged them by moving erratically, but the pygmy proved to be a crack shot. He was able to calculate where Cloudhawk would be even after dodging and closed off any route he could take. He couldn’t get away.

Yet, Cloudhawk’s mind worked faster. He guessed where his opponent would fire to counter him and knew that he would be peppered if he did what was expected. So, he did the opposite.

Cloudhawk leaned all the way back as far as he could go. He could feel the friction of the bullets as they passed just over his chest and upper body. His hands planted on the ground and gave him the thrust he needed to flip over. In a blink, he was five to six meters away next to another tree.

His feet hit the trunk, and he immediately hunched. Using the leverage from the tree, he pushed off with his knees and fired off like an arrow towards the marksman.

His dodge-turned-counterattack was seamless and displayed a level of skill the pygmy hadn’t thought the Elysian possessed. But, the pygmy was no pushover either and immediately responded with another volley of gunfire. Cloudhawk wrenched himself to the side and avoided all but one. Yet, just like he’d done with the spines, Cloudhawk flexed at the point of impact, stopping the bullet from getting further than skin deep.

Finally, the pygmy felt fear.

He realized that this one wasn’t just strong but also possessed the full gamut of abilities. But, it was too late.

The bladed spear swiped at the native vertically and cleaved him cleanly in two.

Cloudhawk expressionlessly stood over the littered corpses, still as a statue. He then gritted his teeth against the pain, dug the bloodstained bullet from his chest, and threw it aside. The surface wound wasn’t anything he had to worry about. It wasn’t going to slow him down.

He looked over the dead pygmies and noted that their mutations were unique. There were poison glands in their mouths and along their arms. That meant that their bites and scratches were also toxic. Natural toxins… no wonder it was part of their traps.

Cloudhawk looked around to make sure nothing else was alive. He saw nothing, but his eyes did fix on a location. He became even more tightly wound as if the fight had only just started.

“Stop hiding!” Cloudhawk’s voice was harsh and cold. “I know you’re there. Come out!”

1. For an extra haunting effect, listen to this song while you read.

2.  Here’s a cool article that describes how long skeletonization takes if you die in Arizona!


71 / The Butcher


Oddball had been keeping an eye from above while Cloudhawk was dealing with the sweepers. It turns out that it was a good decision.

With Oddball’s help, he was able to pick out the people hiding among the trees and waiting for their chance. He never would have spotted them otherwise, and after the fight, he would have been left open to a sneak attack he might not have walked away from.

Clap… clap… clap. That was the first thing he heard. 

“You’re better than I thought.”

Two figures stepped out from hiding, one burly and one thin. As they appeared from the mists, Cloudhawk saw them clearly. The stronger one was a hideously ugly man covered in scars, while the thinner one was his complete opposite with blonde hair and handsome features. It was the handsome one who spoke.

They wore the same coarse robes he wore which marked them as trainees. They didn’t have any injuries either, meaning they had also chosen to remove all their clothes back at camp. These were the sorts Cloudhawk had to respect.

The pair looked at the corpses scattered beneath their feet and realized their assumptions were quite mistaken. Even without relics, this guy fought harder than your average punk. He had to be about middle of the pack compared to the other trainees.

Cloudhawk looked at them through narrowed eyes though he was careful to keep his features even. “Let me guess. You two stink like someone’s mongrels. I’m gonna guess Frost de Winter hired you to take care of me.”

The ugly one snarled like a beast as anger welled up in his eyes. Cloudhawk’s words were like gas on a bonfire. He could feel the bloodlust pouring off of him. “You’re mouthy, even when facing death. I’ll make sure to snap every bone in your scrawny body before I put you in the dirt.”

His blonde companion took a different tack. He bore an apologetic smile like he’d been caught doing something improper. Although his voice was a little hoarse, it wasn’t unpleasant to listen to. In fact, it was almost magnetic. “How did you know? We’ve never met before. Is it written on our foreheads or something?”

His words were easy and earnest without a hint of malice. But, Cloudhawk sensed that he was far more dangerous than the scarred thug.

“You think it was hard to guess? Nah, I felt it back at the camp. That someone was out to get me. But we’ve never met, so you had no reason to want me dead. You had to be working for someone I’ve pissed off. If it were Atlas, he’d do it himself, probably. Master Arcturus wouldn’t have gone through all this trouble. That leaves Frost de Winter, the only one left with the means and motive.”   The bullet wound on Cloudhawk’s chest had stopped bleeding, and there was already new skin stitching the hole closed. He gently stretched through the healing process to get himself back in top shape as fast as possible. The sound of popping joints followed. “Only, Frost underestimates me. Mongrels like you can’t finish the job.”

“Self-confidence is a good thing.” The blonde haired man sagely nodded his head, completely unconcerned. He seemed more like a curious bystander. “You’re right – he does look down on you. But, you shouldn’t make the same mistake with us. This fellow here is called the Butcher. He has an eight-year service record as a demon hunter. Fifty-nine missions under his belt. No failures. As for me –“

“Why are we wasting our fucking breaths?!” The scarred man had grown impatient. Butcher didn’t care about any of this shit. Yeah, maybe the kid was stronger than they had expected, but he still wasn’t worth his salt. His voice came in a barely contained growl. “I kill every one of these lowlife wastelander fucks I come across. I would wring the life from your body even if I never met Frost de Winter! You keep your hands to yourself. I’m gonna kill this piece of shit all by myself.”

Perhaps afraid the blonde man would steal his fun, the Butcher raced into action. Cloudhawk felt the big man’s imposing vigor lock onto him.

“The Butcher” wasn’t a pleasant nickname. Out in the wastelands, it might have given him pause, but for the highbrow Elysians, the name meant only very bad things. A name like that was a stain he earned for misdeeds. He was a capable demon hunter, sure – but it looks like that’s what got him into trouble.

The Butcher’s zeal manifested in him becoming a wanton slayer of the wild and blasphemous. He brutalized anyone he got his hands on, to the point where even Elysians were terrified of him. He took pains to murder those he considered unworthy with the cruelest means possible even if they were old, young, women, or children. There wasn’t a single example of someone who escaped his bloodlust.

But, what really pinned this moniker to him was the Butcher’s last mission. He was tasked with chasing down a blasphemer hiding in an Elysian village and ended up slaughtering everyone there. The blood of the villagers flowed in rivers – a hundred souls snuffed out. His… fervor earned the wrath of Skycloud’s elite.

That’s why Augustus Cloude had recommended him.

The Butcher’s loathing for wastelanders and blasphemers had transcended all reason. He wasn’t lying. Even without Frost’s orders, he would have happily killed Cloudhawk simply for daring to draw breath. And, he would have relished in making it as painful as possible.

Murder! Such a strong thirst for death!

Cloudhawk had faced many strong opponents but none that made him tremble like the Butcher. When the demon hunter came at him, Cloudhawk felt like he was facing a tidal wave of carnage, a torrential flood of rage that threatened to sweep everything away. It seemed overpowering.

An aura like this was an aberration from birth, tempered by having killed thousands with one’s own hands. 

Just as when two armies met, morale played an important role. When morale was broken, the army would be crushed as though under a landslide. If morale was high, it was not uncommon for a handful of soldiers to send a force of a hundred fleeing for their lives. It was just as important for two soldiers facing off in combat. Someone like the Butcher could defeat his opponent before ever throwing a punch and easily best someone stronger than him.

As the Butcher charged at Cloudhawk like a mad rhino, not only did the wastelander fail to flinch, but the tyrannical cruelty that lay long dormant within him also stirred. Veins in his eyes engorged, tracing angry red lines through his vision, bringing with it a surge of power. Although the savagery he oozed could not compare to the Butcher’s, he was no less inspired to cause pain.

Boom!

Two fists met, one large and one small.

Two blasts of momentum met, and two pairs of feet dug deep into the ground. The resulting impact blasted back the mist in a ten-meter diameter.

Wind whipped past the blonde haired man, fierce as a tempest. It surprised him, shook him even. Was this what the guy was capable of? The Butcher’s strength did not come as a shock. He’d heard the name and knew the demon hunter’s combat style relied on pure force. But Cloudhawk was a waif. How was he able to summon that sort of might? He thought they might have underestimated the wastelander, but after that display, it was clear the kid was a worthy opponent.

Cloudhawk could feel all the blood within him shiver through his organs. [1] His whole arm was paralyzed from pain. Although the berserker strength had nearly doubled his power, he couldn’t take advantage of it.

The men Frost had sent obviously had their own fortes. 

The big guy was difficult enough for Cloudhawk to deal with, but the one Cloudhawk worried most about was the blonde-haired man who had yet to join the fight. He glanced at the man out of the corner of his eye and saw that he hadn’t moved yet. Like he wasn’t intending to fight at all.

The Butcher was an eight-year-veteran demon hunter who had been hardened through his time on the field. His combat experience ran much deeper than any of the kids back at the training camp. Half a second of distraction was all the time he needed to capitalize on Cloudhawk’s opening.

The Butcher whipped a leg through the air so quickly that it made the wind whistle.

Cloudhawk brought his arms up to protect himself, and the impact sent him flying. He crashed through a tree that was as thick as a mixing bowl. Cloudhawk didn’t hesitate once he regained his footing. He kicked the shattered top half of the tree he’d flown through and sent its thousand-pound bulk at the Butcher pointy-end first.

A hideous grin spread across the large man’s face. His dark calloused fist reached out and met the trunk in midair. Inch by inch, the petrified tree trunk exploded into splinters as the wave of energy surged through it. Sharp bits of wood were blasted in all directions.

Inwardly, the blonde haired man had no choice but to admit his admiration.

Both of these men were demon hunters, but even without relics, they were putting on one hell of a show. Such impressive physical displays were rare. The Butcher began to laugh hysterically. He was as strong as Mad Dog had been, and when he released all inhibitions, he fought like an insane beast. Reason was pushed to the rear of his mind and was replaced with pure power and instinct. As bloodlust consumed him, he became less of a man and more of a weapon.

As the Butcher prepared for another attack, he found that Cloudhawk was nowhere to be seen among the shower of splinters. He squinted into the mist just in time to see a faint figure disappearing into the horizon.

“You can’t run!”

The Butcher gave chase. Cloudhawk’s plan was simple: he didn’t fear anybody one-on-one, but two-on-one didn’t give him odds he liked. The blonde one was definitely waiting for his chance while Cloudhawk was busy with the Butcher, but Cloudhawk wasn’t stupid enough to let that happen. Thus, he ran.

The blonde man hesitated, and before he could follow, the forest was suddenly filled with the screams of pygmy sweepers. A host of guns, spears and bone blades were leveled his way. 

The sound of their fight had been loud – too loud for the natives to miss.

The blonde man rubbed his head like the irritating circumstances were giving him a headache. Although the sweepers surrounding him were closing in, he wasn’t nervous. He just seemed annoyed.

1. “Qi and blood racing through him” is the exact line, but I chose to remove the mention of qi since it isn’t a western concept. Suffice it to say, qi here means a surge of energy like an electric shock.


72 / Days Past


Blasts rang out through the deadwood forest as the desperate chase continued for half an hour. The Butcher found that Cloudhawk was fast, maybe even faster than him. Luckily, the forest’s dangers forced Cloudhawk to limit his speed. Otherwise, the Butcher might have lost him.

It’d been a long time since he faced a wastelander like this. At last, a challenging opponent – something interesting.

His eyes burned with ferocity and a thirst for murder, but in his mind, dim memories of days past fought their way to the surface. They were things he would much rather forget, but as was so often the case, the things we sought to forget were the hardest to let go of. 

Twenty years ago.

Twenty long years ago…

It didn’t matter where he went or what he did, the memory followed him. It crawled through the dark recesses of his mind like a cockroach that refused to die, appearing when he least expected. It was a needle in the shadows, stabbing him when his guard was down. It always set upon him in the same way a nightmare would, bringing with it an unbearable pain that made his blood race.

Twenty years ago, the Butcher was a nine-year-old child. He lived in a small city out in the Borderlands, born to a simple family of peddlers. They weren’t affluent by any means, but they made enough to enjoy a comfortable life and provide him with an education. 

When night fell on the day that changed his life, it came with a few dozen wastelander raiders who’d managed to sneak their way into the town. They attacked the merchant company his family was a part of. The Butcher could never forget the sound his father made as they hacked him to pieces. He could never forget the miserable death that came to his mother and sister only after they were repeatedly raped. He could never forget his brother who had stuffed him into a box and hid it with his body as the wastelanders stabbed him over and over. His own brother’s hot, thick blood poured into the box and stained his clothes red.

His family was gone. His life was over.

Day after day, the nightmares came, stripping away everything that made him human. He lived, but everything that he was became twisted. The Butcher became the most ardent believer of the gods, but faith alone wasn’t enough. If he was going to keep on living, he needed something else to dull the ache in his soul. He found the only thing that brought him relief was the cries of heathens and the screams of wastelanders. The only medicine was their blood.

Once he joined the demon hunters, he doggedly applied for any mission that came up, looking for any excuse to torture any wastelander he could get his hands on. It was the last mission that earned him his new name. That was when his former comrades-in-arms started considering him a monster. But, he didn’t care. It was worth it. His only purpose in this life was to exterminate scum. What did it matter what they called him?

The Butcher hated the ones that passed judgment on him! He did nothing wrong, and the great gods above would stand by him if they knew.

It was their fault – the unambitious, the weak, the scared – it was their fault these filthy wretches were still scrambling through the dirt. There was nothing more important than cleansing the world of these obscene beasts. A few sacrifices for ultimate peace was a small price to pay!

He had almost resigned himself to dying bitterly and unfulfilled down in that dungeon when Frost de Winter freed him. He’d heard of the governor’s disciple before, of course, but he was surprised by what he found. Despite the demon hunter’s noble exterior, the Butcher sensed the same deep-seated hatred for the unclean that he harbored.

The Butcher wasn’t interested in Frost’s motives. He was just willing to do the work.

Besides, his target was a wastelander, someone who had sneaked into Skycloud and, instead of facing punishment, was living happily in the commander’s own home!

How could this happen? It was an affront to the gods!

Had the city fallen so far from grace? For his dedication, he lost his name and reputation, but someone like Cloudhawk – who had evil pumping through his very veins – was taken in with open arms! How?

The thought filled him with another surge of anger. He pushed himself to run faster, using an ability that allowed himself to greatly increase his speed at the expense of precious energy. It was something he taught himself from his time out in the field and was something that he usually used only in life-or-death situations. He didn’t care about that now.

Cloudhawk led the Butcher through the forest for half an hour, constantly ducking down one path and weaving through another. His circuitous route was intentional. He was relying on his quick recovery rate to wear the big man down. But, it didn’t look like the guy was going to be that easy to shake. He had enough spare energy for a burst of speed at least.

Fuck, he really is a psycho, like a rabid dog that’ll never let go.

He fought like someone with an axe to grind. This sort of motivation came from bone-deep hatred as if Cloudhawk had personally raped and killed his whole family!

This was no good. He didn’t have time to deal with this psycho. This was a test, after all, and this fuckwit wasn’t making things any easier. He wasn’t going to be part of the fifty percent that got kicked out.

Cloudhawk figured his best bet was to use the advantage of surprise. The Butcher was strong, but where he didn’t have any relics, Cloudhawk still had the phase stone. With its power, he completely negated his enemy’s overwhelming strength. Temporary intangibility followed by a decisive counterattack could solve his problem. 

While Cloudhawk planned his next move, Oddball shot his master a warning. There was a mass of natives ahead mobilizing for an ambush. They were waiting for Cloudhawk and the others to run right into their trap.

“Excellent! That’ll help me save some effort.”

Cloudhawk went right for them. He channeled his psychic energy through the stone, and it released a field of power that detached him from reality. He didn’t have his invisibility cloak, but that didn’t stop him from hiding. His body slipped from view into a particularly thick tree.

Less than three seconds later…

The Butcher charged through the mist and any branches that blocked his path. Cloudhawk had slipped away, and he had no idea that his prey was hiding in a tree not far from where he stood. He pushed on only to lose all traces of Cloudhawk ten seconds later.

He was beginning to suspect something was amiss when he stepped on a silk-thin thread. A net made from tough vines fell from overhead, and he was suddenly caught. Pygmy sweepers in their bone-like war paint surrounded him.

“Wastelander mutants!”

The Butcher roared at them like a wild animal. The vine net was strong enough to confound a dire bear but was not enough to hold him. He heaved his great muscles, and the vines parted, but before he could free himself, the sweepers started throwing spears and firing weapons. Sprays of blood spurted out from new wounds on his body.

Poison seeped quickly into his bloodstream. He could feel his muscles stiffening like he was turning to stone.

The sweeper poison was powerful. A normal person would likely die on the spot. Even the Butcher was losing control of his body. All of his focus had been on Cloudhawk, so he hadn’t been paying attention to his surroundings. At any other time, he wouldn’t have fallen for such a primitive trap. 

“Aggghhh!!”

His screams shook the earth. His eyes were bloody seas of red. Any semblance of reason scattered as madness overtook him. Although he was covered in blood, he still rushed out like a tempest, obliterating a sweeper’s head with a single punch. He grabbed a second one and ripped him in two with his bare hands.

Bang! Bang!

The natives’ guns fired another volley, tearing open more wounds, but their prey was abnormally tenacious. He wasn’t going down unless they got him in a vital spot. The Butcher was a raging bull, charging this way and that. Everywhere he passed, he was followed by a shower of blood and gore. None of the sweepers’ corpses were left intact.

The price he paid for his dogged determination was more than twenty wounds. Poison barbs jutted from his neck to his legs, turning his skin a hideous purplish-black.

“You dirty, rotten wastelander!!”

He took deep, rasping breaths and frothed at the mouth. As he came back to his senses, he realized he’d played right into Cloudhawk’s hands. He couldn’t fight the wastelander now, not like this. That bastard had to be waiting somewhere nearby, biding his time until he couldn’t fight back.

That worthless coward!

He burned with rage, but inside, he was filled with sorrow. There were still so many of these evil beasts that needed to be cleansed! Was this as far as he would go? Fine, dying in battle was a worthy death. It was better than being executed by those corrupt fucks back in Skycloud!

“I know you’re here! Come out!”

Cloudhawk was nearby, hiding behind a tree. He’d watch the scene play out, and by now, his wounds were healed. The Butcher didn’t stand a chance. But, as Cloudhawk was getting ready to finish him…

a tall, thin figure emerged. He had blonde hair and a handsome face with an almost bashful expression. He had all the gracious bearing of a noble prince. Only, he was surrounded by the stench of death. Gore caked his body from head to toe, and the murderous intent that gushed from him put the Butcher to shame. Clearly, he’d just come from some gruesome exchange.

But, it was strange.

As terrible as that fight had to have been, the blonde man was completely unscathed. Why, then, was he covered in so much blood? It was like he’d swum through a sea of corpses to get here, almost like he’d covered himself in blood on purpose.

When the Butcher saw him step from the trees, his eyes filled with hope. “Help me…”


73 / A Dark Personality


The gallant young man turned his glimmering eyes towards the Butcher. An easygoing smile touched his bright face. Everything about his face – from his eyebrows to his eyes to his mouth – was friendly and inviting. He was the very picture of the friendly boy next door.

But, it didn’t match at all with the dried blood and stringy meat that clung to the rest of him.

“What are you doing?! Hurry up!”

The Butcher didn’t know how strong his companion really was, but he had to have some skill if Frost de Winter chose him for this mission. Cloudhawk had to be close. The situation was dangerous, but the guy was simply taking his time like he didn’t have a care in the world.

“I do want to help you, honestly.” The young man offered a sheepish smile and bashfully scratched his head. With a helpless sigh, he said, “But, he wouldn’t agree. You’re exactly the kind of person he hates, and I’ve worked so very hard to keep him from killing you up to now. I really hope you understand.”

His partner’s confounding words sent the Butcher into a rage. “What ‘he’?! What the fuck are you on about!”

“He…” The first thing to change was the young man’s eyes. Their sentimental warmth vanished and a scarlet light rose behind his pupils like a ghostly fire had been lit deep within. Next was his expression. The contours of his face, his mouth – everything changed almost immediately. The man was the same man. The face was the same face, but the soft lines all grew hard. Friendly eyes became ferocious. All at once, it was as though a bloodthirsty demon had woken up inside the angelic boy and changed him completely. His pleasant voice had changed too and was now grating to the ear – coarse and savage. “He is me.”

So fast! 

The Butcher’s two-hundred-pound body was flung into the air by a kick he hardly saw. He still wasn’t sure what was happening when a bone spear pierced right through his chest, pinning him to a tree. 

He gaped, absolutely at a loss at the changing situation. This was unthinkable. How could this person change so suddenly and so dramatically? Why would he attack his companion without any rhyme or reason? Had he forgotten Frost de Winter’s orders?

“Ah! Free at last!” He looked down at his blood-soaked hands, and a sinister chuckle rolled from his throat. He stretched and took several deep breaths as though he’d been locked in a box for days and had only just been let out. He stooped over to pick up a dagger and began to play with it, tossing it from hand to hand. He slowly walked towards the Butcher. “You know, every time I see someone like you, so eager to lick the gods’ boot heels, I can’t help but feel… inspired. Artistic expression just fills me up, threatening to burst free. It’s a compulsion to create.”

The Butcher had no idea what he was talking about. He grabbed the spear jutting from his chest and winced as he tried to pull it free. “I don’t give a fuck what sort of freak you are! You just signed your fuckin’ death warrant! Frost de Winter will see you hanged!”

The blonde man didn’t answer. He stepped in close and used his dagger to deftly cut a path along the Butcher’s face. He carved a circle – not deep, not large, but just right. The dagger split the bigger man’s flesh and traced a path until a patch of it fell away. An ear-piercing scream of pain served as a musical backdrop. “Let me introduce myself. My name is Naberius, [1] and I am an artist. Carving is my specialty.”

The Butcher continued to scream and struggle.

Naberius’s dagger continued its gruesome tour of the Butcher’s body. Like a skilled artisan, he continued his work, absorbed in the process, carving inch by bloody inch. As flesh and muscle fell away, his twisted expression became almost intoxicated. Before long, the ground was covered in blood and meat.

The process was surprisingly quick, though the pieces were small. Still, there was no crueler punishment.

In a testament to the madman’s skill, he kept his victim conscious all along to feel every bite of the dagger. Agonizing torment ensued, and he would not permit the release of death. Not yet. He would keep his plaything alive so long as he was “inspired”, for as long as three days and three nights. Even when they were nothing but bones and organs, his toys still lived.

An artist needed an audience, after all. Who better to appreciate his work than the source material?

Naberius liked to show his victims his masterful work with a mirror when he finished. The more they wailed, the shriller their cries, the more satisfied he became.

The Butcher earned his name, certainly. But this one… he was a true demon.

As he neared the two-hundredth pass of his knife, Naberius shuddered as though a shock had run through him. His dagger deviated ever so slightly, nicking an artery. Furious, he shouted at the wind, “Gabriel! [2] What are you doing? I haven’t completed my masterpiece – ‘The Angel of Bone’. Don’t even think of interrupting my work!”

Gabriel’s will was inside him, battling for control.

Naberius could play for days, so what recourse did Gabriel have? They didn’t have time for this. They were only still breathing because they were supposed to go to Hell Valley. If they were eliminated and returned home with their mission incomplete, the result would be their executions.

Two minds struggled over control of their shared body.

Cloudhawk watched the exchange from behind a tree. He witnessed everything, from the Butcher’s nightmarish mutilation to the struggles of the blonde-haired man. Inwardly, he cursed Frost de Winter for being a freak, but the ones he sent after him were just as insane.

The ugly one was mad for slaughter but was rather straightforward.

The handsome one was a multi-personality psychopath. He normally seemed gentle, even shy, but deep inside lurked a pitiless and foul spirit. It was more than just twisted thoughts too, for when one or the other came out, their abilities were different.

The dark one was much, much stronger than the normal man.

By himself, the golden-haired youth was no weakling and paired with the power of the darkness, he was a fearsome foe. His perception and psychic powers were also formidable without a doubt. If he had any relics, Cloudhawk wouldn’t stand a chance.

He was a true monster.

After Naberius’s petulant outburst, he chose to compromise in the end. After all, his dagger had slipped, and the piece was ruined. Even if he finished “The Angel of Bone”, it would be flawed. To a master sculptor, this was an insurmountable error.

“Well, if we don’t have time to play, then we’ll deal with that irritating gnat first!”

Naberius turned suddenly, right towards where Cloudhawk was hiding. The dagger deftly spun in his palm before he threw it. It passed through whatever foliage was in its way on a straight path to the spot between Cloudhawk’s eyes.

Cloudhawk flung himself out of the way as fast as he could.

But, as he fought to escape the dagger, he tried to keep an eye on Naberius in the distance. Only, the psychopath suddenly vanished. He was fast – but Cloudhawk could still catch glimpses of him as he approached.

A fierce wind blew at him followed by a murderous intent.

Golden hair whipped through the air, framing a savage face that had come unexpectedly close. His eyes were wide and round. His mouth was twisted into a sadistic grin. Every muscle in his face was contorted in uncomfortable ways, making his handsome features hideous and dismaying like a nightmare.

The dagger was four to five meters away still.

Naberius had started to move the moment he threw the weapon and arrived before it struck. As the dagger closed in, he lashed out at the wastelander. Cloudhawk, reeling as he tried to avoid the dagger, couldn’t get out of the madman’s way.

He swiped with his right hand, fingers splayed. Fingernails jutted out like a cat’s claws, sharp enough to rend flesh. All the muscles and veins in his hands and arm abruptly swelled, knotted with power.

Unfortunately, Cloudhawk’s intuition was once more proven right. The blonde man was much more dangerous than he appeared on the surface, much more dangerous than the Butcher. He wasn’t as strong as the large man had been, but he was much, much faster.

This fight wasn’t an arm-wrestling match. The strongest one didn’t always win. Moreover, the freak was fast and powerful. His explosiveness was shocking.

Cloudhawk tried desperately to get out of the way, but the man’s talons caught him in the chest. His robes were ripped open, and five trenches were carved into his flesh. Naberius’s claws weren’t just sharp but also surprisingly fierce. His left hand reached out for a second pass while his right whipped around to catch the dagger in midair.

Meanwhile, faced with a different enemy, Cloudhawk switched up his tactics.

Against the Butcher, he’d stretched out the fight, doing what he could to waste the big man’s energy and frustrate him. Then, it was just a matter of finding the right time to strike. Naberius was too fast for him to run, and if he tried, he’d just be exposing his back to the enemy. Before he knew it, his back would be shredded.

There was a serious difference in their speed, but that didn’t mean Cloudhawk was without options.

Naberius was fast, but he wasn’t faster than a bullet, and Cloudhawk had just learned he was able to see bullets midflight. Naberius’s attacks were as clear as day. Cloudhawk wasn’t as fast as his opponent, so all he could do was try to reduce any wasted movements and keep them as compact as possible. He had to choose his strikes, attacking only when he had the upper hand. A decisive blow to turn the tables would be how he would offset his enemy’s speed.

Naberius’s left hand swept by with a gust of wind. Bloody gashes appeared on Cloudhawk’s throat, but they weren’t as bad as the deep fissure that appeared on the tree trunk just beside him.

Two quick attacks, and by now, the dagger he’d thrown had arrived. He snatched it from the air. With a flick of the wrist, he spun it around towards his victim’s throat like a propeller. Cloudhawk ducked, causing the dagger to dig into a tree and carve out another five-centimeter-deep incision. The freak reacted by bringing his right knee up to try and catch Cloudhawk as he dipped down. 

The knee came at Cloudhawk like a sledgehammer. A direct hit would shatter bone.

He netted the fingers of both hands together and fended it off. He used the momentum of the blow to kick off the ground, sending him three meters straight up. Agile as a monkey, he clambered up the tree into its spindly canopy. But no sooner had he landed than a gust of wind arose at his back. Naberius’s mad laughter cackled in his ear.

“Hehehehe! You’re too slow!”

The glint of a dagger came tearing down.

Cloudhawk swung his hand around and slapped Naberius’s wrist away. Fast as he was, his attacks were sloppy. The dagger was in his right hand but was knocked to the left tracing a half circle away from Cloudhawk. The wastelander continued to protect his vital areas with only his hands so that even though they were separated by only ten centimeters, his opponent’s blows couldn’t find their marks.

With the dagger deflected, the claws came back.

The two men battled in the branches of the petrified tree.  Cloudhawk juked and dodged, but Naberius still moved with far more grace and surety. Like a ghost, he came at him from every angle while bits of tree clattered to the ground below.

The tree’s withered crown was clipped and snapped like a man tired of his hairstyle. The two fighting on its head were like the scissors of an untrained barber. Before long, the tree had a very nontraditional hairstyle, and the ground below was littered with broken branches.

Naberius cackled all the while. “Hehehehe! You have a strong will to survive this long!”

Cloudhawk focused only on defense. He was successful in protecting his vital areas thus far, but Naberius’s attacks were too fierce, too precise. He couldn’t avoid them all. Cloudhawk had eight or nine wounds that were seeping blood. Thankfully, his regenerative abilities meant the damage wasn’t serious, but he didn’t dare discount their cumulative effect. Naberius was all about torment, and something told Cloudhawk that the freak was still just playing with him.

1. I went with the name of a marquess of hell, a demon who teaches art and cunning and speaks in a hoarse voice.

2. An angelic name this time. In the original story, he is called “Gold White”. His very Aryan features are typical of archangels and Gabriel is said to have a white-gold aura.


74 / Unpredictable Happenstances


The abnormal fiend that was Naberius had a host of glaring flaws: vanity, conceit, madness. By now, he was convinced that he had the upper hand, that the rhythm was under his control. He was a cat playing with a mouse.

So why was Cloudhawk so calm? His tricks were exhausted. His death was near!

This unsettled Naberius. It was like sleeping with a beautiful woman only for her to lie motionlessly beneath you – as responsive as a corpse. It killed the mood.

“The look in your eyes is getting under my skin.” Naberius was sure Cloudhawk had no way to fight back. When they dropped once more to the ground, Cloudhawk pressed himself against a tree to avoid another attack. He thrust his dagger right towards the wastelander’s left eye. The madman’s precision was uncanny, and his quick movements were sure to pop the young man’s eye right out of his skull. “I think I’ll take one!”

As the dagger’s tip came his way, Cloudhawk’s heart was filled with a cold mirth. You fuckin’ dope, you want my eye? He caught the blonde man’s wrist in his hands, stopping the dagger mere centimeters from his face.

Cloudhawk’s back was against the tree, pinned as they struggled for the weapon.

Naberius chortled at the young man’s foolishness. The claws of his left hand reached out, this time to dig into his abdomen. This close and with his hands occupied, Cloudhawk couldn’t stop him. He could almost feel it – the soft skin parting, tough muscle giving way to warm wriggling guts. He would grab them and pull them out for his plaything to see.

The time had come.

Naberius threw all of his focus and strength into the attack, convinced that Cloudhawk could not resist. He completely missed the stone around his victim’s neck coming to life or the pale light and power that surrounded him.

Naberius felt all resistance vanish. The dagger in his right hand jerked forward into his victim’s face at the same time his left hand plummeted into his abdomen. With a thud, his dagger stuck into the tree’s tough bark. His five sharp claws struck something hard.

No... no, this isn’t right!

He saw them go through but there was no tearing.

Naberius was an expert in body control and a self-proclaimed master sculptor of the human body. He knew what it felt like when muscle tore and skin gave way. He knew what it felt like just now when his dagger and bare hands struck. It felt like he’d hit nothing but air.

Cloudhawk took a short step to the left and smiled.

“My turn.”

With a grunt, his right leg came across like a hammer, kicking Naberius off his feet. The latter smashed through two trees before coming to a stop. That wasn’t going to kill him, but it sure as hell would hurt. He was confident that Naberius wasn’t going to be nearly as fleet-footed after a kick like that.

Sure enough, although the blonde man’s body was tough, the blow was not easy to recover from. Naberius felt that several of his ribs had been broken, and his lungs had taken some damage. He couldn’t move as deftly as before.

Cloudhawk leaped into the air, as flexible as a chimp, and spun like an expert diver. As he came plummeting down, he stuck out his right foot for a crushing axe kick. This wasn’t a normal kick – it was as lethal as a large man swinging a war hammer. If it landed, it could very well split someone in half.

Naberius pushed off the ground and shot back up to his feet, light as a feather. He dodged Cloudhawk’s kick by the skin of his teeth, causing the wastelander’s heel to strike the dirt. He then swept his leg around and kicked up a cloud of dirt and rock into his enemy’s face.

“You bastard!”

The two men punched at one another at the same time. The force of each blasted away the particles of dirt.

Naberius staggered backwards. His gifts lay in speed while Cloudhawk was more well-rounded. He was fast and strong, leaving no weaknesses to take advantage of. Without his speed to help him, Naberius had to rely on strength alone, and he couldn’t go toe-to-toe with Cloudhawk.

The bones in his left arm ached. The punch had damaged something in his shoulder.

Naberius refused to admit defeat. Regardless of his injury, he lashed out as fast as he could, but his dagger once again passed harmlessly through Cloudhawk. Again? How was this happening? Cloudhawk sidestepped and delivered a punch. Normally, Naberius could easily have dodged, but his injuries stopped him cold. He just stared as the young man’s fist caught him in the stomach. As he doubled over, another dropkick buried him in the dirt.

“You have a relic… how?!” The man’s twisted face was a mask of rage and disbelief. He struggled and spat mouthfuls of blood into the soil. His left arm, chest, kidney, and spleen were injured. Sturdy as he was, this guy had nearly put him out of commission after only a few blows.

“The instructor never said foul play was forbidden in Hell Valley. All he said was to make sure you don’t get caught.”

Cloudhawk was calm and frank with the man who’d just tried to kill him. He’d had no advantage against the freak, and it was only thanks to the phase stone that he hadn’t been gutted. Without it, he would have been forced to only stay on defense and hope for the right moment.

But, with the phase stone, he wasn’t afraid. 

Although the stone’s power wasn’t invincible, to fight it required more power than Naberius possessed. Through its unique abilities, Cloudhawk was able to land a surprise blow and neutralize his enemy’s superior speed.

Naberius hadn’t considered the possibility of his foe having a hidden card to play. Unprepared, he was taken completely by surprise, and it cost him. Furthermore, he’d never heard of a relic with power like this one that turned people into ghosts. Now, his only option was to try and flee, for the severity of his injuries would only get worse until running away became impossible.

Cloudhawk knew what the blonde man was thinking. “Weren’t you being pretty cocky?  Why are you running now?”

Naberius didn’t answer. He jumped up and made a run for it into the forest.

Cloudhawk gave chase. As they dodged trees, Naberius’s face softened. The sharp angles and twisted muscles gave way to the more familiar gentleness from before. The almost bashful Gabriel returned.

“Hey, hey! You’re going to leave me to deal with your mess?!”

Gabriel was not pleased, but the body belonged to him now.

Cloudhawk was gaining on him, so Gabriel put all of his energy towards trying to stay ahead. Although they shared the same body, Gabriel didn’t have the same control as his darker counterpart. He could only manage to achieve about eighty percent of his potential speed, and with the state his body was in, he was even slower. He didn’t have any advantage of speed over Cloudhawk anymore.

Gabriel shouted at him over his shoulder as he ran, “Hold on, I don’t want to kill you. I just let Naberius out to deal with the Butcher. I’m sorry about what happened after! That was all Naberius. It has nothing to do with me!”

This is his apology? If it weren’t for my tricks, I’d already be dead.

Cloudhawk would cut him into pieces and apologize after killing him. He’d be interested to know if Gabriel would accept his apology then.

Gabriel bemoaned his fate. He was told that it was a “nothing mission”, but Frost de Winter had obviously misjudged. It wasn’t that he’d underestimated Cloudhawk, but rather that no one knew what to expect in Hell Valley. Without relics, both he and the Butcher were fighting with one hand tied behind their backs!

Cloudhawk was not the softhearted sort. These two were sent to kill him, and he had no reason to show them any mercy. He was determined to kill Gabriel if for no other reason than to spare himself more trouble later!

Cloudhawk kept up the pace, but after several minutes, he still wasn’t getting close enough. He gritted his teeth and thought for a moment before snatching up a sharp rock as he ran past. 

Whoosh! It struck his prey’s calf.

Gabriel was surprised and alarmed by Cloudhawk’s tricks. He hit the ground with a grunt, and his pursuer took the opportunity to close in. He came down on him with a fist like a falling star, a punch that, if landed, would split his skull open. If Gabriel’s head were made of steel, it still wouldn’t save him.

But, with Cloudhawk’s fist just two meters away-

Oddball squawked from nearby. Cloudhawk hesitated for just a moment, for just then, a slender figure leaped out. The stranger bound off a tree trunk to his left and whipped a kick at him.

Cloudhawk spun around and brought his arms up to block. The force of it knocked him four to five meters away towards another tree. He grabbed a branch and used it to flip himself up onto his feet. Eyes narrowed, he glared at the new attacker.

Claudia glared back [1].  She then cast a glance towards the man on the ground. “Are you alright?”

Gabriel was relieved and overjoyed at being saved. He scrambled to his feet. “Thank you!”

She returned her gaze, filled with righteous anger, onto Cloudhawk. “Dogs can’t help but eat shit, huh? Here you are trying to kill more innocent people!”

Cloudhawk felt like a child who’d had his candy taken away and was then framed for stealing it in the first place. It was a nauseating feeling.

Motherfucker! It was absolutely baffling that this defeated assassin would get to live on. How did she always show up at the least convenient time? Wasn’t she afraid he would kill her?

Wait… something wasn’t right.

Suddenly, it all felt off. He couldn’t defeat Claudia, not here.

She was a close-ranged fighter with capable speed and strength. As a demon hunter, however, she had subpar psychic energy. Cloudhawk had managed to easily beat her back at Skycloud because he had his relics to help him. 

Without their tools, in pure hand-to-hand combat, Cloudhawk wasn’t sure he could take her.

Claudia was marked from the lashes she decided to take as punishment for her dignity. Fresh blood traced paths down her arms and dripped from her fingertips. The back of her robes was dark from the bloodstains. Those whips were serious business, so she had to be suffering, which also meant her fighting capabilities had to be affected too. It was a gratifying thought for Cloudhawk.

As Gabriel rose from the ground, he fixed his eyes on Cloudhawk. 

Things just kept getting better, didn’t they?

1. Oh my god, I hate her so much, you guys.


75 / Dust-Up


The enemy of one’s enemy was one’s friend.

Cloudhawk was fighting alone, but thankfully, he had the phase stone to bolster his confidence.

These two joining forces at the critical moment was going to be a difficult situation for him to deal with. Still, with the stone’s energy field surrounding him, he was effectively separate from the physical world. The only attacks he would have to fear were those that could overcome the limits of the stone’s power. Anything less would be ineffective and would be something that he could completely avoid.

The problem was that just as others couldn’t harm him, he also wouldn’t be able to harm anyone while he was incorporeal. He would have to drop the stone’s power before trying to fight back, and against a single target, he could choose the right moment.  Just as with Naberius, it was a matter of dodging and then counterattacking.

But, when his foes started to multiply, things got more complicated.

Activating the stone took time. Constantly galvanizing and dropping it created more opportunities for mistakes. If they could keep up a continuous assault, had some special attack, or had some special way to overcome his defense, winning this encounter was going to be very difficult for Cloudhawk.

“Remember who I am.” Cloudhawk’s mind was racing, looking for any way to turn the situation his way. But, on the surface, he remained calm. When he turned his eyes on Claudia, a scornful sneer was writ on his face. “Twice you tried to kill me with your sneak attacks, and you failed both times. Now, here you are again. Are you some sort of sadist? Hey, you don’t love me or something, do you?”

The accusation made her furious. She wouldn’t consider it even if he were the last living person on earth!

Cloudhawk smacked his forehead like he was assailed by some irritating fact. “It’s just such a shame that you grew up ugly. I mean, you know it. Your face looks like a pancake. You’ve got no chest, and your ass is a funny shape. A woman like you holds no interest for me – you’re just not my type. I wouldn’t even out of pity, really, so you should just put the thought out of your mind.”

In fact, while Claudia wasn’t as beautiful as someone like Selene or Dawn, she was still one of the prettier girls in Skycloud. Her figure didn’t have the same enticing fire as Hellflower, but the bits that should be big were big, and the bits that should be small were small. All in all, it was very standard.

Gabriel understood what Cloudhawk was trying to do.

He was a cunning little shit. What he was saying was a load of nonsense, but it was driving the girl crazy. The angrier she got, the harder it would be for her to keep her head in a fight, and that lost them their advantage.

Claudia didn’t rush to action. Gabriel also didn’t act rashly.

They were in a stalemate. Cloudhawk’s verbal attacks became more boldfaced and more brazen, drawing on the many uncouth things he learned from his time in the wastelands with the mercenaries. Naturally, they grew increasingly filthy. How could a self-proclaimed noble soul from the Elysian lands accept such black-hearted obscenity? Cloudhawk was nothing more than a scoundrel – and that’s exactly what gave him the edge over any Elysian. He didn’t care about face, so the stream of expletives and foulness just kept coming. That’s how he was able to strip before two hundred people without a second thought. What Elysian could do the same?

Claudia’s face turned several shades of red, and her knuckles cracked as she held her fists by her side. It was like a sea of lava roiling just beneath her skin, threatening to burst out at any moment.

Cloudhawk’s plan seemed to be working.

But, Claudia shut her eyes, took a deep breath, and when she opened them again, Cloudhawk was surprised to see her eyes were perfect blue pools of tranquility. In fact, there was no emotion in them at all or in her voice when she spoke. “You’re falling back on old tricks. Don’t you get tired of yourself?”

What is this? All this wasted breath and no reaction? Cloudhawk had her pegged as a hothead, but her reaction today was exactly the opposite.

Out in the wastelands, Claudia didn’t lose to Cloudhawk - she lost to herself. Back then, she had a clear combat advantage over him but had let emotion take control. She gave up her power and let him lead her by the nose.

She took her mission’s failure as a lesson. She was an emotional person, but she could learn how to separate her mood from behavior. She effectively had two faces. There were benefits in success, but there were also lessons in failure. What happened to her out in the wastelands wasn’t all bad.

This was why enemies and foes were so important!

Enemies were the whip pushing you forward. Adversaries were the mirror with which one constantly examined the truth of themselves. [1] The person who was able to avoid purely hating his opponents, who could see past his enmity to see the worth of his foes, that person was destined for greatness.

“Good… very good. You’ve grown up.” Cloudhawk let his loathsome persona fall away. The fierceness in his eyes gave way to calm and he spoke softly, “But, you’re still determined to fight me?”

Claudia’s voice sounded like it was borne on a frozen mountain wind, cold and imperious. “I just don’t want to see villains win. I can’t stand by while another demon hunter loses his life to contemptible tricks. Any Elysian would make the same choice I’m making because every Elysian carries a righteous heart. A wastelander like you would never understand, so you use any method to get what you want. Any method to gain power. Without faith, how far can you really go?”

Gabriel’s face twitched. His heart started beating quicker. It was happening again.

Once his heart rate reached a certain threshold, Naberius would come out again. Claudia’s sanctimonious sermon was provoking him.

“You’re willing to make a decision without all the details? You smug assholes are willing to go out and slaughter freely, and saddest of all, you still think your hands are clean. Put yourselves up on that glowing pedestal. If that’s the sort of thing the gods teach your people, then if they topple today, it wouldn’t be soon enough.” Cloudhawk bent down. He wasn’t going to waste time arguing religion. If they were going to fight, they might as well get it over with. “Alright. If this is the way it’s gotta be, then I’ll take on both of you.”

Claudia was furious. This bastard dared malign the gods?! The only reason humans still existed was because of the gods’ protection. This heathen deserved to be burned at the stake!

Cloudhawk resigned himself to murder. He paid Claudia no mind in the past because he didn’t see much of value. Now, it appeared there was more potential than he thought. 

She was trouble, precisely the sort of trouble Cloudhawk was tired of dealing with. If he killed her here, the Lunae family wouldn’t be able to trace it back to him. Gabriel was a dangerous aberration he also had to deal with. Cloudhawk had fought hard to win an advantage over him, and that was only dealing with his physical abilities. The psychopath definitely had strong psychic abilities too. Killing him at any other time when relics were involved might be impossible.

It was like a bone stuck in the back of his throat. There was no more holding back. He had to clean this mess up.

As murderous intent flooded from Cloudhawk, Claudia’s pale face blanched even further. She even stepped back unconsciously. The wastelander was cunning and wicked, even crazy. From his resolute aura, she knew he wasn’t going to stop until one of them was dead.

Claudia spoke to the man beside her in a low voice, “This one’s not an easy opponent. If we work together –“

Before she could finish the thought, a bone-deep chill ran up her spine.

Her face fell, and when Claudia turned, the affable blonde man was gone, and she was face-to-face with madness. He’d changed completely in the blink of an eye, and with the glare of a bloodthirsty hunter, he swiped at her with deadly sharp claws.

Naberius’s dagger-like claws could rip through a mutant animal’s fur, much less the milky flesh of Claudia’s throat. But just as it seemed her head would be lopped off, she proved her worth as a melee-focused demon hunter. Her body immediately tensed, and she leaped out of the way. When she landed several meters back, she felt her neck burning. She brought her hand up, and when she looked down at it, it was covered in blood.

Her quick feet saved her from having an artery cut, but the wound was still deep.

“You…”

She only got a single word out before Naberius was on her again. His wounds were serious, but his speed was still not to be underestimated.

Claudia was faced with the seething murderous rage of this psychopath who suddenly wanted to tear her into several pieces. She had no idea what was going on. Was this some sort of trick Cloudhawk had arranged? Only, when she showed up, she clearly saw that she’d caught him by surprise.

Naberius charged at her, laughing maniacally. “Killing ten thousand of zealots like you can’t slate my thirst! Gods, the Temple, faith – it’s all bullshit! You think any of that highbrow nonsense gives a shit about the common man?! I’m going to kill you unless the gods see fit to save you!”

Claudia didn’t know how to put what she was feeling into words. Anger? That didn’t come close to describe it. Beyond that, there was humiliation and despair. How could this happen! He is a demon hunter!

Cloudhawk was delighted.

Gabriel… or Naberius or whatever this freak called himself…seemed to have a story of his own.

“All day invoking the names of the gods. Who do you think you are?!” Naberius’s ferocity grew. “This world is mad! Everyone is mad!”

Claudia fought off his offensive but not without cost. Several bloody wounds peppered her body.

All the while, Naberius continued his insane shrieking. “I’ll cut off every piece of meat on your body just like I did to that goddamn oracle!”

He killed an oracle?

It was like a bomb went off in her brain. Her thoughts went blank.

Oracles were ecclesiastical members of the Sanctuary, which was different from a church. There were many churches, mostly religious institutions for the common folk. Only the bishops of those organizations could claim to commune with the gods. Oracles, on the other hand, were legitimate conduits with direct access to the gods. 

Although oracles had no other abilities, they were infallible members of Elysian society. All of the art, equipment, food, and drink they enjoyed were gifted to them from the gods. Every year, they were blessed with more relics or technology from on high in order to maintain the prosperity of the realm. The oracles served as a bridge between the people and their deities.

He killed an oracle? That is beyond insane!

Could it be that this demon hunter has completely renounced his dedication to the light? Has he given himself over to the darkness completely? Damn… what have I done?

1. This is a badass world view. I still hate her, but you gotta respect.


76 / Twists and Turn


The cooperation Cloudhawk was afraid of didn’t happen. Instead, what he witnessed was something he hadn’t expected.

Naberius completely ignored his mission’s target upon reawakening and focused entirely on Claudia.

Although the Lunae family’s demon hunter was adept at close-quarters combat, she had neither the experience nor the speed advantage in this fight. In the blink of an eye, the two exchanged a flurry of blows that left her with several bloody wounds. One of them was especially deep, and she had to keep her abdomen tight for fear her guts might start to leak through.

Naberius wasn’t any better off.

His fight with Cloudhawk had left him with several broken ribs, an injured kidney, and a punctured lung. A normal man would have succumbed to the damage already, and his flurry of attacks was making his condition worse by the second.

How interesting. It didn’t seem like Cloudhawk would even need to lift a hand. If they kept it up, the two would helpfully take each other out.

Claudia pushed herself forward with an angry roar, her hands lashing out like a dragon leaping from the sea. Her blows summoned gusts of wind as they surged towards Naberius, but they only struck his afterimage. The psychopath appeared behind her and raked his claws down her back, leaving deep fissures that spurt blood. She spun around to counterattack and managed to catch him in the shoulder with her fist. The two were knocked away from each other.

Blood leaked from the corner of Naberius’s mouth. His internal injuries were dire. Claudia was covered in blood that stained her robe copper. Her outer injuries were severe.

Clutching his chest, Naberius growled, “Cloudhawk, I don’t see the need for us to break each other. You hate the gods just like we do, hate the hypocrisy they stand for. We’re the same.”

Cloudhawk stood with his arms crossed in front of his chest, watching the drama unfold. “You flatter me, but I have great respect for the gods. Don’t drag me into this mess.”

“You know the oracle I killed was just a low-ranking one, but he was still an oracle.” Naberius was an insane mess. His golden hair was caked with dirt and blood, and his handsome face was covered in filth. Anger twisted his cherubic features into a hideous mask that made him look like a wild animal. “I never took Frost de Winter’s mission to heart. My situation is different from the Butcher’s. He was hoping the Cloude family could clear his name, but I know I’m never going back to Skycloud!”

Naberius’s best chance was to gain Cloudhawk as an ally! Joining forces to kill the demon hunter was a much better option than trying to defeat the wastelander in his condition.

Claudia was stunned by what she was hearing from Naberius. This monstrous man who had killed an oracle with his own hands had been dispatched by Frost de Winter? The Butcher he’d mentioned was also someone Claudia had heard of, the one who eradicated an entire village for one heretic.

But, Frost was a prodigy with an impeccable reputation. Why would he do something like this?

How could he not realize that his actions violated Skycloud law? That it was a betrayal of the gods themselves? Why would he do such a thing? If this was Frost’s true nature, then what did that say about the Cloudes, the Polaris family, and everyone else in the city?

Claudia was lost in confusion. In fact, it was more like panic.

“Alright.” Cloudhawk’s eyes were pits of sinister darkness. With a smirk on his face, he leaned against a tree trunk. “I believe you. You did try to kill me, but if you help me get rid of this obnoxious woman, then all is forgiven. When it’s done, you don’t bother me, and I won’t bother you.”

That was it? He wasn’t going to fight? What was he thinking? He was content to sit there and watch the other two beat each other to death like they were gladiators.

Naberius was definitely crazy, but he wasn’t stupid. Claudia wasn’t a pushover. He was sure he could handle her, but it would take a serious toll. If Cloudhawk decided to go back on his promise, Naberius wouldn’t be able to defend himself or even flee.

Cloudhawk just leaned against his tree and stared, his dark eyes like pits fixed on the two of them. Naberius couldn’t read the wastelander’s intentions and so didn’t rush to agree to his end of the bargain. The three young trainees kept their distance and stared warily at one another.

All three of them saw this situation differently.

Cloudhawk was still weighing his options. Naberius was trying to guess Cloudhawk’s motives, and Claudia was struggling with the new information she’d learned. Demon hunters were supposed to be the most righteous of holy warriors, she thought, willing to sacrifice everything for honor. She had been convinced that all demon hunters were pure and faultless. Aberrations like the Butcher were rare exceptions.

When she learned that Frost de Winter had ordered these evil men here, she was beset by fear and confusion. So the Skycloud code could be broken? So someone like Frost de Winter was simply allowed to disrespect if not openly defy the gods?

No! It was impossible! This had to be only one side of the story. She refused to believe it!

Claudia was born into a wealthy noble family. She’d grown up never knowing scarcity. When she was found to have the abilities of a demon hunter, she began training surrounded by people like her who were bathed in faith and taught to praise the glory of the gods.

Everyone she knew in her life was firm in his piety, so she believed it had to be so throughout the entire domain. Everyone loved one another, brothers and sisters before the eyes of their gods. They were all noble, good-hearted people, and that is why she could never understand the dog-eat-dog nature of the wastelands.

Demon hunters were the bedrock of that faith. She was convinced of their inviolable honor, for they represented the bravery, loyalty, faith, and strength of the Elysian lands.

For the first time in her life, this belief was brought into question. She was faced with the dirt just beneath the sterling face of the demon hunters. Her faith was shaken, and her honor was under attack. It filled her with uncontrollable fury. She would rather believe all of this was a trick orchestrated by Cloudhawk. He was the one who brought this psychopath here.

“Die!”

She put Naberius out of mind and launched herself at Cloudhawk instead. Her fists came at him like missiles, catching him by surprise. He hadn’t anticipated she’d come after him without warning, so much so that he had to shake himself from his astonishment to quickly dodge.

Boom!

The tree he was leaning on exploded into splinters.

Holy fuck! What the fuck is going on?!

Claudia whipped a kick at Cloudhawk, forcing him to scurry back half a dozen meters.

A hurricane of punches came his way, forcing him to fight back.

Now, it was Naberius’ turn to watch the scene unfold. What a fortuitous change! Now, the fanatic turned her fervor on the wastelander, but Cloudhawk had managed to beat Naberius. He knew the girl was no match for the man.

Her leg swept by with a powerful gust. But, instead of striking her target, she watched as her foot slipped right through his temple like Cloudhawk wasn’t even there. He stood there unscathed. He then reached out, grabbed her leg with both hands, and flung her aside.

This was his chance!

Naberius made up his mind. In his condition, he wasn’t going to get away from Cloudhawk. His only bet was to deal with the girl. His ferocious expression promised death as he launched forward.

Claudia was helpless as she tumbled through the air. But, as Naberius was getting ready to strike the final blow…

Rustling came from the trees, and several figures emerged. Upon seeing this, both Cloudhawk and Naberius could hardly believe it. More people?! It was a goddamn fairground! This did not bode well for either of them – demon hunters like Naberius were not the norm. Most would side with Claudia.

Not good. Got to kill her quickly!

He didn’t slow down one iota. The psycho’s intent was to shatter every bone in her chest and ruin all the organs inside. He would revel in the crushing her heart and watching the rain of meat of blood, in feeling it flow over his body.

“Two men against one woman? There’s no honor in that.”

After those words, a bone arrow shot out from the mist with both incomparable speed and flawless precision. Naberius could not dodge it and finish Claudia off, so he stopped just short of the fatal blow. He spun and kicked Claudia away while snatching the arrow from the air with both hands. However, the incredible force of the arrow shoved him several meters back. When Naberius hit the ground, he saw a new bloody hole in his clothing.

Several figures stepped out from the forest. They all wore trainee robes.

One of them was a sturdy man of around twenty-five years of age with buzz-cut hair and sharp, gallant features. He carried a bone bow obviously taken from the natives. No one of ordinary strength would have the brawn to wield weapon like that, so he had to be strong. He was also clearly the leader of this small group.

Naberius’s face darkened. Claudia stared at them blankly.

Cloudhawk chuckled. “You showed up just in time, but for what? Heroes saving the fair maiden?”

“My name is Drake Thane. You’d do well to remember.” The valiant young man stepped forward. "Because I’m going to personally break every bone in your body. I’m very good at it, so I advise you not to resist. It’ll hurt less.”

Drake Thane? Of the Thane family!

The Thanes were a lauded military family from Skycloud, though not as celebrated as the Polaris. They’d produced many generals over the years but few demon hunters, and those that did arise tended to die quickly. Their lack of a persistent demon hunter presence in the family kept them in the middle tier of Skycloud elites.

Drake Thane wasn’t a demon hunter either. But, he was a young commander.

This meant all his skills came from his physical abilities alone, and the one who benefited most from this test was him. Unlike demon hunters who had lost their relics, his strengths weren’t curtailed by the test’s rules. He was also smart, much smarter than the average meathead. He typically only acted when it played to his advantages.

His goal out here was to find his opponents and break their legs so that they would not make it to Hell Valley. With their relics, demon hunters had all the powers of heaven at their command. But out here? Out here, he was king.


77 / Bold Provocations


Drake Thane was not a demon hunter but a normal soldier. Like the scarred instructor, he relied on pure strength and speed to best his enemies.

Demon hunters spent a lot of their effort on strengthening their minds and spirits so that they could make the most of their relics. They were not lousy fighters by any means, but they typically were not up to the same level as a specialized warrior like this man.

In this world, the difference between a wise man and a fool was simple: a wise man played to his strengths and avoided disadvantageous situations. He held on to his advantage until the best possible moment because while an advantage could give you the upper hand, it could also just as easily slip away. Opportunity was about timing and motivation, and if you hesitated, that opportunity fell into the opponent’s hands.

Drake was wise. He recognized this moment as an unparalleled opportunity. He recognized his advantage.

Once the demon hunters had their relics returned and recovered from the beating, Drake would go back to being in the middle of the pack, if not near the bottom. He didn’t know what was waiting for them in Hell Valley, but he did know it would involve vicious competition. If he dealt with the strong out here while he had the upper hand, it would reduce the danger he would face in the future. It made sense. Now was the time to strike.

This test was meant to weed out fifty percent of them, wasn’t it?

While the implied goal was to outpace the others, that wasn’t Drake’s goal. No, he was going to remove half of his competition himself. All of them were obstacles in his path.

The fewer of them there were, the more resources the valley would have left for him. That was Drake’s thinking, and so that’s what he set out to do. Desperate times called for desperate measures.

He’d already put down more than ten other trainees by this point. The sound of fighting had brought him over here, but he was surprised to find three demon hunters going at it. Each of them looked worse for the wear. Drake also had three handy little helpers to make sure things went his way.

He and his fellows stepped out from the mist. Cloudhawk, Naberius, and Claudia stopped their fighting. Three enemies suddenly found themselves on the same team against the newcomers.

Claudia was especially confused. She hadn’t expected to run into him, and then he saved her life. Only, now it seemed like he was going to kill her anyway. When had the world become so twisted? “You dare face a demon hunter as a loyal soldier of Skycloud? Do you not fear punishment?”

To a typical soldier, her words might have held some weight, but Cloudhawk wasn’t sure whether she was being naïve or just plain stupid trying them on Drake. This guy obviously wasn’t a typical soldier. He was a noble just like her and was successful at a young age. Whatever respect she expected wasn’t going to come from him.

“We believe in the gods and are loyal to Skycloud. A soldier is duty-bound to complete his mission, and our mission is to complete this training. What we need to do is make sure we walk out of this training camp.” Drake spoke quickly and with determination, sharp as a knife through butter. He seemed altogether unshakable. “Saving your life was my duty as a soldier. But, to complete my mission, I’m going to have to stop all of you right here.”

It was quite the contradiction.

“Don’t worry!” The words tumbled out of his mouth as gently as iron pellets. “I’m just going to break your legs. I don’t want to kill you. If you’re lucky, maybe you can still claw yourselves there.”

“Oh, I’m going to claw something alright!”

No sooner had Drake made his threats than Naberius flung himself at the soldier. His mad laughter echoed through the forest, but no one could see where he’d vanished to. Drake stood with his feet planted and his arms folded across his chest, squinting into the mist like a tower stuck in the marsh. Wind or rain, he wasn’t budging.

Hehehehe!

Drake’s robes were ripped open at the chest.

Naberius swept by like a specter, groping at Drake with his claws. But, it didn’t feel like he was tearing at a body at all. Naberius might as well have been trying to dig his nails through stone. Claws that could rip through a mutant beast’s hide only left shallow gashes on Drake’s chest.

The instant Drake felt the strike, he lashed out with a fist as fast as lightning. He wasn’t one iota slower than Naberius at peak condition and was orders of magnitude stronger. There was a stuffy “hmph”, and Naberius was flung away with all the grace of a discarded sandbag. He hit the ground, bounced up, hit the ground again, and stopped only when he smashed through a tree.

The golden-haired youth’s body emitted a series of nauseating pops and snaps. In one punch, Drake had done as much damage as Cloudhawk had in a flurry of attacks.

Drake dropped his gaze and looked at the wounds on his chest. A few droplets oozed from them but quickly stopped, and a few moments later, the wounds healed completely. A few faint scars were all that remained. “That tickled,” he muttered.

Inwardly, Cloudhawk felt his heart skip a beat.

The guy’s skin was as hard as steel. He could stand there and let someone hack at him with a sword. The strikes would barely leave a mark. Beyond that, his recovery speed was even faster than Cloudhawk’s, and judging by that one punch, he was strong as hell too.

Against someone like him, they might have stood a chance if they had relics. But even three-on-one, with nothing in hand, how were they supposed to fight back? It was like a rabbit trying to fight a pangolin. The fuzzy moron wasn’t getting through that carapace.

A few more seconds passed, and even the scars on Drake’s chest disappeared.

“Demon hunters like you command the powers of ice, fire, wind, and earth. I could be twice as strong and still wouldn’t be able to stand against you. But out here, without your godly powers and relics, what can you do against true soldiers like us? The instructor was right. You’ve become too reliant on the gifts of the gods. You’ve lost sight of your own strength.” Drake had always felt like he was under the thumb of demon hunters, but today, he was finally able to breathe. “Every inch of our bodies has been tempered by pain and struggle you couldn’t even imagine. Any soldier can defeat a demon hunter in a straight fight. They just need to realize their potential. We could be the backbone of Skycloud’s defense just as much as any of you!”

“Cut the nonsense! If you think you have the skill, then wait until we get our relics back!” Claudia was at a loss. She didn’t know how to fight back against Drake as things were now. But, she wasn’t about to agree to his bullshit. “Any one person, no matter how strong, has his limits, but the power of the gods is endless. You all have made your bodies strong, but what about someone like Master Arcturus?!”

Drake’s face screwed up in anger and darkened. His voice came in a dangerous growl. “There’s only one Arcturus in Skycloud. Become him, and I’ll have nothing to say. But today, right here and right now, I can teach you all a lesson. Too much talk already – all three of you come at me. We’re wasting time, and there are others out there who need a lesson.”

Naberius had gotten back to his feet, albeit shakily.

Claudia glared at him from across the misty clearing.

Moments ago, the three of them had been willing to kill each other, but now that a common enemy appeared, they were forced to work together.

But how? 

Each one wanted the others dead. How were they supposed to fight shoulder-to-shoulder in good faith? How were they supposed to join forces even though they had to?

Drake promised to only break their legs in order to stop them from participating in the training, but what other dangers lurked out here in the deadwood forest? What was waiting for them, ready to strike when they were at their weakest? If their legs were broken, how could they run or defend themselves?

Things had definitely turned dire!

Drake Thane seemed easily capable of beating Cloudhawk and the other two by himself, not to mention the three friends he had waiting in the wings. Like him, they were also soldiers who’d been hardened through service. Even if they weren’t as strong as Drake, they were still definitely stronger than a group of demon hunters without their relics. It was like fighting a tiger with its claws cut off and its teeth pulled.

“If you aren’t going to get started, then I guess it falls to me.”

Drake punched his fists together, causing his knuckles to pop. He twisted at the waist left and then right, and the stretching made his muscles seem to swell. In all, his body was like a copper statue, quenched and hardened. The onlookers were convinced that if it were a contest between his skin and a steel blade, the blade was what would break.

There was no time. They had to be dealt with quickly.

A voice called out to him from the group, “Hold on!”

Drake narrowed his eyes at the speaker. He’d taken special note of him before, the least wounded of the bunch. He was the first one to remove his clothes back at camp too. Someone like him was hard to ignore.

Cloudhawk looked over Drake’s perfectly formed body. “If you’re so confident, why not make a bet?”

Drake chuckled at the suggestion. The guy was just trying to waste time, but he humored him. “What sort of bet were you thinking?”

Cloudhawk leaned over and snatched up a bit of broken wood from the ground. He picked off twigs from its surface and swung it around. The branch was no thicker than his finger. “I bet I can whoop your ass with this here stick.”

Naberius gaped. Claudia stared dumbly.

Drake and his three companions stood there staring at him. In their wildest dreams, they would have never thought that Cloudhawk would make a bet like that. Had he hit his head somewhere? They couldn’t decide on the best way to mock him.

“Haa-hahahaha!”

“Drake, did I hear that right? This kid thinks he’s gonna break you with a stick?”

“His brain’s rattled. A sword can’t even pierce Drake’s skin. And he’s hiding behind a bit of wood!”

But, Drake’s face turned dark and angry. “Are you trying to insult me?”


78 / Twigs For Swords


Drake’s body wasn’t only the result of hard training and high potential. The Thanes were second only to the Polaris family in military circles, their lauded soldiers and officers being as numerous as the clouds. In contrast to Skye’s brood, however, the Thanes did not have demon hunting in their blood. They relied on their own strength to get ahead.

What they did have was a secret method for body strengthening that was passed down from generation to generation. It was a system far more rigorous than the one used by demon hunters – it was more effective but also tremendously difficult. It involved more than a dozen secret family medicines and back-breaking training that subjected the student to extreme torment. In this way, they made themselves strong, from bone to organs, from skin to tendons. 

It was this body refinement that made the Thanes such a powerhouse. They were a second-tier family in Skycloud, yet thanks to sheer might, they far surpassed the Lunaes in influence. Their younger generation, to a man, dominated the battlefields with their incredible skills.

No rain of arrows or hail of bullets gave them pause. So who gave a shit about a stick?

Forget the fact that this kid was a nobody. If a Cloude or Polaris threatened to beat him with a stick, it would still be downright laughable!

Cloudhawk gingerly swung his feeble weapon through the air. Whoosh! Whoosh! The thin branch whistled as it cut the air. He pointed it at Drake Thane tauntingly. “What? Scared? Truth is all that muscular nonsense might as well be paper to my eyes. I don’t need a fancy sword. A branch will work just fine.”

Anger tinged Drake’s laughter. “A branch, eh? You’ve got a big mouth! And if you can’t back it up?”

“I’m here, ain’t I? If I lose, you do what you want. I’ll be a sitting duck.”

“Alright!” Drake gripped the jagged hole in his clothes and ripped the cloth apart, revealing the upper half of his body. If one looked closely, one might see that he didn’t have a single visible pore. Every corded muscle was perfectly smooth, as glossy as bronze or marble. His physique was etched as perfectly as if he’d been sculpted. It was all hard lines like a statue come to life. “Show me what you got.”

Drake wasn’t interested in wasting time, but everyone had his pride. And when his pride was so thoroughly insulted, he couldn’t help but let his anger show. This guy was an irritating little shit, but letting him take a swipe with his little stick would only waste a few seconds.

When he failed, he could go about grinding all his bones to dust!

“What is he thinking?!”

A magnetic and attractive voice rose from beside Claudia that drew her eye. She saw the blonde haired young man standing near her, having turned back to the way he had been before. The frightening madness that had consumed him was gone. The bashful charm was back. Apparently, Naberius could only come out for a short time when his emotions ran high. Once things calmed down, Gabriel replaced him.

Claudia was alert and wary.

How could she not be? Not a minute ago, his face had been filled with murderous rage. He’d tried his damnedest to rip her throat open with his bare hands! Now, all of a sudden, it was like nothing had happened. He was standing beside her naturally like they were old friends. A guy like him, who changed his mood as fast as one turned a page, was someone she definitely had to keep an eye on.

This bastard turncoat hadn’t only betrayed her when she was trying to help, but he’d also turned his back on the gods themselves. In more ways than one, he was far worse than Cloudhawk. She was determined to keep her eyes open. If a chance presented itself, she would break this psychopath in half.

But, now wasn’t the time. Claudia pretended she hadn’t heard him.

She wasn’t sure what in the world Cloudhawk was thinking either. Somehow, his psychic energy had advanced by leaps and bounds, but physically, the two were about equal. Even with a powerful attack relic, it wasn’t guaranteed that he could break Drake’s defense.

And a stick? That was flat-out nonsense.

Claudia was familiar with Cloudhawk’s cunning nature. It made him different from the standard mold. He liked to get under his opponent’s skin, even in the middle of a fight, and manipulate him to his purposes. Was this part of the strategy he was using now? Accepting this farce of a challenge proved that Drake had taken the bait.

Was the plan to distract him and try to run?

No, that couldn’t be it. Drake was no fool. He would notice right away if Cloudhawk tried. What’s more, at a glance from their leader, the other soldiers had begun to circle them. They had Cloudhawk surrounded, so even if he got past one, the others were there to stop him. There was no running.

Drake Thane roared at him with a voice that could crack boulders, “What are you waiting for?!”

Cloudhawk took a deep breath. In truth, he didn’t know. But, he had to try something.

The vibrations of power from the phase stone grew stronger. A field of power rose up, filling him up and enveloping him on all sides. It separated him from the fabric of reality.

Although everyone could still see him, Cloudhawk had stepped halfway between this dimension and the next. Although he didn’t phase somewhere else entirely, he had become dislodged from the material plane. Like this, he was safe so long as an attack didn’t overpower the stone’s abilities. Anything less would pass harmlessly through him.

It was time to start. Cloudhawk held the stick high like a sword and flew forward.

And flew was the right word. He floated up off of the ground like nothing was holding him, while his coarse clothes fluttered. Gravity no longer existed for him. As gently as a leaf on the wind, with his stick pointed straight ahead, Cloudhawk floated towards Drake. Without anything to stop him, Cloudhawk passed effortlessly through space towards his target.

Drake and his cronies looked on, shocked.

What was this? An attack this light would hardly tickle! But, these men were experienced warriors, and they recognized when something wasn’t right. It was an exceptionally strange scene to witness this guy rise as he did with his clothes and his hair floating like gravity meant nothing.

Such a slow and easy strike was something even a child could avoid. He came at them like he was arriving from far away, from another world. Strange, certainly, but hardly dangerous. With a grunt, Drake stood stoic and steadfast as Cloudhawk approached.

The branch reached his chest.

Then, the unexpected happened.

Cloudhawk’s branch slipped into Drake’s body like he was made of air. They stared in shock like they were looking at a ghost! It was more than abnormal, for beyond feeling anything, it also left no wound. No blood was spilled.

Claudia’s face froze. An illusion? A phantom?

Gabriel knew better. It had to be a relic that let him pass through things like this. That was the only way for Cloudhawk to pass through something so easily while leaving no trace. But, what was he thinking?

When Drake saw the branch slip through his body, he broke out in a cold sweat. It was short-lived, however, and disappeared when he saw that there was no pain. He recovered fast and realized that it was all a trick. The bastard dared try to deceive him!

Cloudhawk’s eyes were as calm as a lake surface. It was the first time he was doing something like this. Whether or not he would succeed hinged on this moment!

The phase stone’s power was suddenly interrupted. Cloudhawk was all at once returned to the material world, as was the branch he held. The branch that was still mostly inside Drake’s chest… that’s right!

This was Cloudhawk’s innovative strategy!

A mere branch couldn’t penetrate Drake’s defenses, not even if it was Master Arcturus who wielded it. The branch was just too brittle. He’d have to stab it at Drake ten times the speed of sound to have a chance. Only, was there anyone in the world who could move that fast? Just the friction of it all would burn him to cinders.

But, what did set Cloudhawk apart was the phase stone!

Under the stone’s power, he placed the branch where he wanted. Though Drake and the branch occupied the same location, they did not yet share the same space. The two were in separate dimensions and did not interact. But, when he let the stone’s field dissipate, the two were suddenly forced together. The branch reconnected to the material plane and was planted firmly in Drake’s chest. This inter-dimensional attack was the only way to penetrate the warrior’s defenses.

Of course, Cloudhawk wasn’t some planes-walking master. He’d come up with it on the fly, and it was the only choice he had. If it didn’t work, he and the others would be unlikely to escape.

Cloudhawk felt the branch fighting against the field. He sensed a fierce resistance that made him pause. It wasn’t unlike the resistance he felt when he tried to pass through solid objects. The denser and more energy-rich the object he tried to penetrate, the more forcefully it resisted. The force on the branch was increasing dramatically.

Not good!

Crackling came from the dead branch fixed in his grip. It shattered into more than ten pieces with splinters firing off like bullets. The bits that were inside Drake were violently forced out, much to Cloudhawk’s shock and surprise. Was this right? Had he gambled and lost?

Drake screamed in agonized pain and hit the ground, clutching his chest.

The branch had indeed shattered, but more than half a dozen pieces were still lodged in the soldier’s body. The skin, muscle, bone, and organs of his body all had different strengths. The stick hadn’t damaged his skin or caused any issues to his muscles or bones because the resistance force of his body spat the big chunks out.

However, the body’s internal tissues were complicated.

The splinters of petrified wood inside of him spread everywhere. Some were in his lungs, and some were in his blood vessels pumping through his heart. The results were unmistakably awful.

Blood poured from Drake’s mouth and nose. This level of internal damage was unprecedented for him, more than he could bear.

A single hit had laid him out. Cloudhawk had actually done it.

If he’d been using Quiet Carnage or if his psychic energy were strong enough to combat Drake’s surface resistance, the stick would have stayed intact and have run Drake through instead. It would have killed him on the spot!

His first attempt was quite significant. Not only had Cloudhawk defeated Drake, but he had also discovered a whole new way to fight.

From now on, the strongest defenses were meaningless before Cloudhawk and his phase stone!


79 / Emergent Misfortune


“Drake! Drake! What’s the matter?!”

His three followers hurried over, and when they stooped over, they saw something wriggling under his flesh. It was like there were countless worms wriggling inside him. He vomited out a mouthful of blood mingled with wood splinters, which seemed to make him feel better. Drake no longer seemed in danger of dying from the bizarre attack.

“That bastard! We can’t let him get away with this!”

Anger flared among Drake’s underlings. Tragically, Cloudhawk found himself the focus of their rage. He cursed his luck. It was a bet, wasn’t it? Was he going to lose even though he won the wager?

Although Drake was the strongest of the group, Cloudhawk was still afraid. If he got up and tried to fight, there was no guarantee they would escape. As for the other three, Cloudhawk had some tricks up his sleeves, but they likely weren’t enough to give him a serious edge. Claudia, Gabriel, and he could take one each. At least one-on-one, they might be able to hold out for a while.

But, would the other two play along?

Cloudhawk wracked his brain, looking for some silver-tongued strategy to convince them to help. He turned to give it a shot - but they weren’t there. He spied two figures racing off into the trees like a pair of frightened rabbits. 

These men’s wrath all centered on Cloudhawk. What more perfect opportunity would there be to run? Gabriel, he might have figured but Claudia too? She wised up quick!

Of course, the situation was hardly something he could balk at. Neither Gabriel nor Claudia would look back at this moment and feel guilty. There was nothing to feel bad about – it wasn’t like any of them were friends. As far as they were concerned, the others couldn’t die fast enough.

If the roles were reversed, Cloudhawk would have torn off into the forest faster than either of them.

It was too late to say anything.

Once the three men surrounded him, the first punch came quickly. Cloudhawk threw his arms up crosswise before him, flexing as hard as he could to protect himself. The blow knocked him back several meters, and his legs carved a pair of deep trenches in the ground. Before Cloudhawk could even pull his legs out, the second soldier whipped a kick at his face.

The ground exploded in a cloud of grit and soil.

Cloudhawk was hurled into the air. As he floated helplessly, the third soldier appeared overhead with the heel of his foot aimed at his skull. At the same time, the other two were catching up and launching follow-up attacks. It was a perfectly executed pincer attack, having been orchestrated from the start.

“You fucks aren’t going to get me that easy!”

Power flowed through the phase stone, instantly ripping Cloudhawk from the material plane. All three men converged on him at the same instant but slipped right through his incorporeal body. Instantly, they were a tangle of limbs as the first guy crashed into the third’s shoulder, the second punched the third in the chest, and the third one rammed into his companion with a shoulder smash.

They hit each other so hard that they were all flung away like shrapnel from a human grenade.

Meanwhile, Cloudhawk calmly floated back down to earth, hovering a few centimeters above the ground like some sort of specter. He didn’t look any different from before, but his hair and clothes floated around him like he was under water. 

“What now, huh?” Cloudhawk was becoming more proficient with the stone with each passing day. It was good for more than just burglary as he was discovering. It gave him an incredible edge in a fight. “You assholes can’t even touch me. You think you stand a chance? I suggest you get the fuck outta here before you make me mad.”

“He has a relic!”

Three angry faces glared at him. No wonder Cloudhawk was able to harm their leader.

Drake was conflicted. He’d underestimated this no-name prick, underestimated demon hunter tactics in general. With his mysterious relic, Cloudhawk had punched through his iron-like body as though it were nothing. Drake was struck by the grating realization that he could be ten times stronger than he was today, and the guy would still have won that bet.

That was no normal attack. It was like no style he’d ever seen before, but it was definitely more than Drake could handle.

How could he be this strong? Does no amount of hard work and training overcome a demon hunter’s natural abilities? Gods, we are all your devout soldiers. Why do they deserve all your blessings? What makes them so special?!

He felt wronged, angry, and envious. He was both defeated and unwilling to admit defeat. It surged through him like a torrent of fire, stoking his fury ever higher.

Once Cloudhawk saw that his three attackers were not rushing back in, he knew his display had worked. He allowed himself to take a breath.

“Wolfe, Jaga, Tigris – stand down. Leave him to me.”

Cloudhawk’s face froze. No!

Drake stood up and jumped in one fluid movement. A crater was left behind. When he came crashing back down, the earth rattled, and a shockwave burst out. His glare was so sharp that Cloudhawk could almost feel its bite. “You didn’t really succeed. That means I win this bet.”

Fuck you, that’s some bullshit right there. It’s at least a tie…

Cloudhawk didn’t even have a chance to open his mouth. Drake’s meaty fists came at him like a stampede, one after another in a series of blows he could hardly see. There were at least a dozen punches a second, and each one caused the air to hiss in protest.

Fast! Strong!

In a blink, there were several dozen fists pummeling him, and each one had the weight of twenty tons behind it. To Cloudhawk, he would feel like he was being smacked by an elephant…. if it weren’t for the stone. It was not a problem to him, except for the fact that Drake wasn’t slowing down. Quite the opposite, in fact, he quickly ramped up to twenty punches a second. They came so fast that they actually started to compress the air, and as the flurry thickened, friction began to heat it all up. The temperature rose sharply like a bomb that was moments from detonation.

Ten punches. Fifty punches. A hundred – two hundred! Eventually, licks of fire were actually dancing through the air, whipping among the turbulence like red-hot knives!

Drake was no demon hunter. What he was doing was purely a result of his speed, strength, and ferocity. He had to be using martial skills Cloudhawk had no concept of to allow himself to move so fast and punch so hard. By the time the flurry of punches had reached a hundred a second, each one had more pure force behind it than Cloudhawk could fathom. This spectacular scene was the result.

A master demon hunter not specialized in close-quarters combat would fear for his life before this onslaught!

Cloudhawk’s face fell as Drake’s attack reached its climax. At last, it accumulated enough energy to affect him, and it felt like a bubble burst. The kickback knocked him a few meters away.

There was more bad news. His body was rematerializing.

Drake kept it up. Each second, he was pummeling Cloudhawk’s intangible body with a dozen strikes at different places. The force of each fist reached up to three hundred meters away. Cloudhawk could see their trajectories but couldn’t get out of the way. He curled his fist and put all the strength he had behind it, sending it right at Drake’s face.

Just in that moment…

Cloudhawk’s chest and abdomen were pulverized by half a dozen punches. Both men rocketed away from the other.

Drake’s skills were beyond comprehension. His three soldier companions – Wolfe, Jaga, and Tigris – stared with mouths agape.

Cloudhawk hit the ground hard but controlled his roll and regained his footing. He paused, teetering in one knee, face pale. Drake was much stronger than he thought. He’d managed to power through Cloudhawk’s defense, something he’d never seen happen before.

However, his own punch wasn’t something to sniff at either.

Drake’s lower jaw was crooked from the hit. Unlike Cloudhawk, he didn’t hit the ground after being knocked back. He deftly spun through the air and landed with his feet firmly beneath him like he was nailed in place.

His calloused hands gripped his face and, with an audible pop, reset his dislocated jaw.

Cloudhawk’s punch would have knocked a black bear’s head clean off, but all it managed to do to Drake was cause his cheek to swell. Even that quickly vanished as capillaries drained the fluid away. He looked totally unfazed, never taking those dark eyes off Cloudhawk. No relic was perfect, and no defense was insurmountable. The success of his attacks had proven that.

“I don’t know how you got your hands on that relic, but it isn’t anywhere good enough to save you!” Drake had recovered his confidence. But, when he spoke, blood still leaked from his mouth. His internal injuries hadn’t fully healed yet. “Now that you know I am better than your toy, what else have you got to protect you?”

“Heh, don’t think you’re such hot shit. That was an impressive display, but I know what it cost you. As far as I can tell, you still got a bunch of splinters stuck in you. You sure as hell can’t be feeling good. For someone like you who relies on explosive force, how much longer do you think you can keep it up?”

“Oh, don’t you worry about that. I have enough in me to break you apart a hundred times before I go down.”

“Then fuckin’ put up and prove it!”

Drake’s determination was exceptional. He was willing to keep throwing punches at a shadow, whereas any normal person would give up after four or five swings. He just kept at it like a rabid dog.

Fine. We’ll see who’s crazier.

Cloudhawk had never been afraid of going all out!

He picked up a dagger from the ground. There was enough psychic energy left in him to use the stone a few more times, enough for one more fight with this stubborn asshole. Cloudhawk knew the dagger wasn’t going to do much, but he also knew that everyone had a weakness. His eyes glanced pointedly at the spot between Drake’s legs. He was sure the guy noticed.

Drake was just as determined. He dropped into a combat posture.

He didn’t know this demon hunter, but if he had a relic like that, he had to be special. If he could beat a demon hunter like this, it would be a testament to his efforts along the warrior’s path. It would prove that even a demon hunter with fortune on his side could be beaten.

“Bring it!”

Cloudhawk brought his dagger up, crouched and ready. From across the clearing, Drake screamed at the top of his lungs. It’d been so long since he’d had a battle like this! Thanks to his family connections, he was already a lieutenant in the army, but they still considered him too young to command troops. On the few occasions they did take him out on missions, it was to fight heathens and mutated beasts. Under these conditions, when would he ever get an opportunity for an epic fight?

Drake braced himself for a charge when suddenly, the sounds of running footsteps rustled through the deadwood forest. Both of them looked towards the sound, and neither could believe what he saw.

Claudia and Gabriel had returned.

For Cloudhawk, it was a stunning turn of events. Why would they run back this way for no reason? Did they suddenly have a change of heart? Did their sense of morality suddenly berate them for dumping him unceremoniously to the wolves? Unlikely. Both of them were only too anxious to see Cloudhawk dead.

“This kid is mine,” Drake growled. “The rest of you, go after them. Quickly!”

Tigris, Jaga, and Wolfe charged off into the trees without a second thought. In the same instant, Drake rushed at Cloudhawk like a raging bull. Just as it seemed like all-out war was about to break out -

“Stop fighting!” Claudia shouted desperately at them. “We’re surrounded by mutants! Stay here if you want to die. Otherwise, run!”

Cloudhawk froze.

Surrounded? By the mutants? How?!

But, she was proven right. The sound of shrieks and hollers rang through the forest, and as the mist dissipated, countless black figures appeared before them. The black sentinels stood just outside of view, unmoving. 

Then, there were arrows. There was nothing but arrows. Poison-tipped arrows!

Drake was aghast at the situation. There was no more room for disbelief. “The arrows are poisonous! Find cover!”


80 / Breaking Out


The rain of arrows fell all around them.

These arrows were thrown, so they posed no threat of puncturing anything important. They hardly had enough force to break skin, and against someone with a constitution like Drake Thane’s, they were laughable. He could stand in the middle of the field and might get a pinprick at worst. 

But, these weren’t normal arrows!

One of the soldiers was overconfident and didn’t run when he was told. One or two arrows wouldn’t kill him. An arrow caught him in the back, its cone-shaped black arrowhead digging into his flesh. The head was actually a mutant fang filled with poison. Thus, the instant it struck the soldier, toxins were injected into his bloodstream. Poison was instantly pumped throughout his whole body.

Poison tooth arrows! They were weapons unique to the Blight-Tooth sweeper clan.

The poison was strong and quick but dissipated quickly. Because of this, they didn’t use it in traps like other poisons but for direct attacks. The arrows were coated just before the assault when the poison was still strongest. Still, the soldier was sturdy – perhaps not to the point where he could deflect steel with his muscles but certainly tough enough that a few arrows shouldn’t have been a concern. His over-confidence cost him, for as the poison touched his skin, it immediately took effect. The potent substance could chew through iron plate, so one could imagine what it did to flesh.

The soldier screamed and hit the ground. The skin around the wound instantly ulcerated, and giant pustules bubbled onto the surface. [1] They burst, spewing fetid black blood in all directions.

The first arrow was followed by a second, then a third, and a fourth. More and more of these evil toothed shafts were buried in his body until the screaming soldier was a half-rotten corpse.

Drake was horrified by what the natives’ weapons were capable of. Wounds like those weren’t something you survived. There was no way of telling how many of them were out there, but judging by the sheer number of arrows, there had to be at least a few hundred. Seven people weren’t enough. They had to get out of here.

“Tigris, Wolfe. Run!”

Drake shouted for his companions, compelling them to give up their attacks on Cloudhawk.

All six remaining trainees looked for a way to break out of the encirclement. While they were thirsty for each other’s blood only moments before, the current circumstances turned them into unwilling allies. After all, to Elysians, all wastelanders and mutants were mortal enemies. At least for the moment, they had to put aside their shared enmity.

The hail of poison arrows ceased. The ground was covered in traces of corrosion, and wisps of grey smoke rose like a mist.

The arrows didn’t just kill whatever they touched. They desecrated an area, turning it into a toxic deathtrap!

Enemies began to appear in abundance. They were fast, firing arrows as they raced through the forest. Between the mist and the poison fog, the trainees couldn’t tell where their attackers were coming from or how many there were.

All they could see were more arrows coming at them.

One was headed right for Claudia’s chest.

With a scowl, Cloudhawk reacted, throwing his arm in front of her. The arrow struck him and instantly delivered its poison. Right away, the flesh turned black and putrid. Smoke rose from the wound like it was burning.

Claudia could hardly believe what she saw. Why… why did he save her? He poisoned himself!

Cloudhawk didn’t seem to care much about the damage. His reasons for saving Claudia were simple – she was a hateful woman, but she knew how to fight. With enemies all around, they were facing extermination. [2] Cloudhawk understood that.

“Cover your nose and mouth. We have to get out of here as fast as possible.”

No one was idle, but while they could hear where the attacks were coming from, dodging them was something else entirely. The arrows came in numbers they couldn’t fathom, and these were shot from bows, so they were a threat beyond just the poison. They were as fast as bullets and were far more lethal.

It was the sheer number that was the greatest threat! Completely avoiding them was almost impossible.

The arrows that missed their targets were still a threat. Toxic fog poured out of the teeth, so potent that a normal person would be killed by a single lungful. Claudia and the others were stronger, but even so, two or three breaths were all it would take for it to claim them too. Only Cloudhawk was different.

Claudia covered her face with the coarse training robe. It gave temporary relief, but it couldn’t protect her from everything. Her eyes were especially vulnerable, and the fog felt like hot water being poured into her eye sockets. The pain was so intense that she could hardly keep her eyes open. How could she fight when she couldn’t see?

Drake’s mind raced as he assessed their situation. He could tell where the enemies were thickest by the density of arrows coming from that direction, so he used that information to plan their escape. “They’re coming in from that side! Quick!”

Another one of his followers started to follow but let out a piercing scream and fell when an arrow caught him in the thigh. [3] It took no time at all for the poison to rot all the flesh around the wound, causing bits of skin to putrefy and melt off. Suddenly unable to keep up, he fell behind the rest of the group.

“Tigris!”

Drake reached out for him.

Another barrage of arrows whistled from the forest, and his face fell. He had no way to fend them off, and the instant the velocity of the arrows changed, all the poison inside was released. Once that happened, they would be in the middle of a toxic cloud, and besides, several of those arrows would find his legs as well. Drake had no choice but to abandon his man.

At this moment, a figure emerged from the mist. When Drake saw him, his face slackened in surprise. It looked like one of those lizards they used in the wastelands but different. Wastelander lizards ran on all fours and were relatively slow, whereas whatever this beast was, it ran on two legs. Its forelegs were stubby but were tipped with razor-sharp claws that were two to three meters long. Their haunches rose about one meter, and they had to weigh thirty or forty pounds. They were light but very fast. 

These were called stalkers. They had long heads with a nose and mouth that pointed slightly upwards. Their lengthy jaws had twenty-six to twenty-eight serrated teeth, leaving no doubt that they were predatory creatures.

“Drake, run!”

Tigris struggled back onto his feet – a herculean effort since the poison had already eaten his leg down to the bone. It had spread and splashed over more of him, and large parts of his body had already started to turn black. The stink of decay hung over him. There was no saving this man. He knew it, and so in the last moments of his life, Tigris decided to try and give the others more time.

He proved himself a soldier at that moment. Wounded and hopeless, his bravery was unparalleled. He punched off one of the riders that got close and then stuffed his hands in the stalker mount’s mouth and ripped the top of its head off.

Other riders closed in, firing their bows. Tigris’s screams rang through the forest as he was peppered with several more arrows. 

Drake watched the whole thing. Raged filled him with such intensity that it seemed like his red eyes might burst. But, Cloudhawk pulled him along and delivered a sharp slap to his face. “Your friend died so you could get away. What the fuck are you still gaping at? Run!”

Cloudhawk’s slap snapped him out of it. Acting recklessly now would get him killed.

As they fled, one of the natives stepped out from the group. This one was bigger than the rest, about the size of an average human man. He looked young and looked almost regal in the Elysian-forged armor that covered him from head to toe.

“You twisted wastelander freak! I hope you fuckin’ suffer before you die!”

Half a dozen arrows jutted from Tigris’s skin. Their poison had already begun dissolving his organs, but he kept his eyes fixed on the enemy. This one had to be their leader, he figured, and so, without a second thought, he flung his failing body at him.

The chief wore a helmet that hid his features, but anyone could feel the taunting sneer on his face. With incredible speed, he nocked and drew back a bow twice the size of his companions’ and fired an arrow that was too fast to track. This one was a normal arrow that shot through Tigris and became lodged in a distant tree.

He went rigid.

The stalker mount lurched forward and snapped its jaws around the soldier. As Tigris struggled to take his final breaths, the leader paraded his mount around with the soldier caught in its mouth. He slung the bow over his back and drew forth a wide-bladed hatchet. Then, before the Elysians and all of his men, he cut Tigris's head off his body.

The men who’d followed Drake weren’t family, but they were soldiers like him: Young, talented men – comrades in arms. The connection that bound them went deeper than blood. They were also Drake’s closest friends, normal men like him. Competing against demon hunters was difficult, but they relished the opportunity. For this reason, they’d joined forces, only for him to witness two of them die in this cursed forest. He felt their deaths sharply.

There was nothing he could do. Eyes red, voice angry, he growled at the others, “Let’s go!”

Cloudhawk cast a glance towards the sweeper in Elysian armor. It was strange, he thought… He’d encountered a few of the sweepers already, and besides their traps, they weren’t much of a threat. They were an irritation more than anything, easily put down. They were a mob without tactics.

This group was different. They planned their attack. Their tactics weren’t on the same level as an army’s, but they were far superior to that of any of the groups he’d seen so far. Cloudhawk had to wonder where this guy came from.

1. Life pro tip: Or do, if you want to really be able to picture the action. But, I warned you.

2. The Chinese use a phrase – “the upended nest has no unbroken eggs”

3. I used to be an adventurer like you…


81 / Blight-Tooth Clan


The stalker beasts and their riders could reach a top speed of a hundred and fifty kilometers per hour through the forest. The stalkers were compact beasts full of taut muscle and explosive power. Their lithe and agile bodies easily whipped around any obstacle in their paths to chase down prey.

“Kill them! For the Clan!”

The lead rider hefted his blood-soaked hatchet and screamed a battle cry. The dozen riders who accompanied him answered. They were all attired in custom cavalry gear that bound their legs to the stalker mounts. This arrangement effectively turned two into one: the rider fought and fired arrows while the beast served as his legs.

The small native nocked their bows and aimed for the fleeing trainees. Poison-tipped arrows were let loose.

Wherever they struck – trees or ground – the arrows instantly gushed with toxic smoke, threatening the trainees even without finding their targets. Ahead, there was another group lying in wait, and the Elysians would soon find themselves caught. With death closing in on both sides, these humans would have nowhere to run.

The leader of the riders felt anticipation seep from every pore. Excitement for slaughter filled him, and he almost couldn’t stand to wait to cut these bastards into pieces.

It’d been ten years since the Blight-Tooth Clan’s ancestral lands were invaded. They were forced from the valley where they’d lived for generations, an affront that festered in the hearts of every clan warrior. 

But, the Elysians did more than simply expel them from their homes. The sweepers of the Blight-Tooth Clan reproduced quickly, and by age six or seven, they were already prepared to fight. The speed worked against them, though, for the despicable humans used them for their own ends. Natives of the forest were culled routinely to keep their numbers low. A death squad from the valley was dispatched whenever they were deemed too numerous.

They were caught in a giant cage.

The Blight-Tooth Clan used to be a mighty force but had since been reduced to a shadow of their former selves. They were prisoners of Deadwood Forest. Yet, the most heinous insult was that these proud warriors were now reduced to tools. They were used to hone young Elysian warriors, while any mighty warriors they raised were abducted and turned into slaves for the benefit of hardening future human killers. Day in and day out, it was an unending battle for survival.

Among members of the clan, hatred for Elysians was imprinted on their very bones.

Gorefang was the title they gave to their leader, and the young one leading the charge was the current generation’s chief. He was twenty this year. Among the clan, fifty was considered ancient, so at twenty, their Gorefang had already reached middle age.

His father had been Gorefang as well. Back when they lived in the valley, the Blight-Tooth Clan was different from the other sweepers. They lived very differently from humans but were no less intelligent. They planted crops, bred animals to subsist on, and sought no dispute with the world outside of their territory. Since they had enough, they rarely raided others. However, even though they avoided conflict, war came to them.

The previous Gorefang was captured when the humans came and was tortured to death at the hands of one of their commanders. His successor still remembered the day his father bravely gave his life for his clan.

What had they become?

No future, no hope – nothing. Their sole purpose now was to make their enemies stronger. Their efforts, blood, and lives were given just to strengthen Elysian murderers. They were sacrificial lambs on the altar of human superiority. 

Gorefang hopelessly resigned himself to the knowledge that this would forever be their fate. Then, six months ago, he saw a chance to change things. A power from the wastelands reached out to him, and with its help, he brought his fractured people back together. They were given these mounts and weapons as gifts to rebuild the glory they’d lost.

Within six months, they were on their way.

Because it had happened all so quickly, the soldiers of Hell Valley didn’t know how strong the Blight-Tooth had become. They were blessed by the help from the wastelands, but Gorefang knew it was not without cost.

He also knew how powerful they were, the influence that they held. Ambitious and aggressive, they would eventually come when the time was right to conspire against the humans of Hell Valley and crush them.

It was easier said than done.

Hell Valley wasn’t just a training camp. That was just part of it. Hell Valley served as a valuable forward operations base for Skycloud domain, and the veterans stationed there were stronger combatants than those in Skycloud’s own army.

Having such a force stationed somewhere easy to hold and hard to attack made for more than just a good training area. It was established mostly for mutual defense, establishing a force of shock units that could be deployed at a moment’s notice. They could either be turned against an enemy’s rear to cut them off or used as a spear to strike right at an invader’s heart.

As an advance guard, their responsibility wasn’t to participate in battle but rather to recognize threats before they acted. Any group that seemed poised to create a problem was swiftly dealt with. The soldiers of Hell Valley were a special task force with their eyes on the wastelands, and very little happened out there without them knowing about it.

If a group from the wastelands wanted to attack the Elysian lands, their first act would have to be decimating the garrison at Hell Valley. Towards that end, the Blight-Tooth Clan made a valuable ally.

Gorefang was smart. He knew what his clan was worth. Attacking the Elysians was no easy thing, and his people would serve as little more than cannon fodder. Gorefang wasn’t about to let his people die for another’s cause or allow the humans to wipe them out. His hope was to lead his people out, to regain their freedom. Thus, he continued to accept the gifts from the outsiders while simultaneously planning their escape.

He’d planned to wait before making his move, but it seemed too late now. The valley’s student selection process had begun, and now that they were back in the forest, the valley’s attention would come their way once more. The Blight-Tooth Clan’s power would soon be exposed, and Chief Gorefang could no longer tolerate his people being victimized.

He made a decision. It was time to fight for their freedom! 

From ahead came the sounds of battle.

When Gorefang rode towards the din, he was stunned to come upon a very different scene than he expected. The warriors he’d deployed to the front had failed. The Elysians weren’t dead. Instead, he found the ground littered with his men’s corpses along with a handful of others clad in Elysian armor. Older men – veterans from Hell Valley.

“Bastards! We’ve been discovered!”

When he saw the dead veterans, Gorefang’s ugly features twisted in rage. They didn’t typically send soldiers out to monitor the students as most of these new trainees were stronger than the average soldier. Even if they did come to watch, they wouldn’t intervene. Normally, the veterans would dispatch their assistants for that job.

Veterans in Deadwood Forest could only mean one thing: they’d been exposed. Hell Valley had dispatched a response team, a fact that did not bode well for his people.

“Blackfang, gather all the clan warriors. We’re killing our way out of here!”

“Yes, chief!”

Blackfang was the chief’s right hand and second in command. He put a bone horn to his lips and delivered a blast that howled through the forest. Scores of warriors spread all around gathered at the horn’s call. In a matter of minutes, eight hundred men were ready to heed Gorefang’s orders.

The Blight-Tooth Clan’s leader looked over the sea of people, his people. He saw the fiery light of determination in their eyes. “The Elysian dogs have kept us in this forest for decades. They’ve killed our fathers, our mothers, our lovers, our children! They use our blood to strengthen their warriors and spend our lives to buy their future. We’ve suffered this for so long. It’s time to end this suffering!”

“Whoo! Whoo! Whoo! Whoo!”

The writhing crowd screamed in response, thrusting bone weapons into the air. From the resounding cries for blood, it was clear how much these people had had to endure. Any that had survived the routine purges up to now bore an unwavering hatred for their tormentors.

Gorefang went on, “Our home is destroyed, but we still find shelter under the protection of our ancestors. We may be forced to give our lives, but we will no longer give it for them. We will give our lives for freedom!”

Another round of cries erupted.

“Raise your weapons. Use them to cut a path out of this prison. Many of us will die, but we will live on in the hearts of those who make it. Our clan will grow and prosper until one day when we return to our home and take back everything that was stolen from us!”

“Fight! Fight! Fight! Fight!”

Blight-Tooth warriors did not fear death. Years of brutal oppression under the Elysians had done nothing to quench their savage spirits. Today, they would teach them that letting the Blight-Tooth Clan survive was a mistake – one that they would pay dearly for!


82 / Wolfblade's Scheme


The bone horn’s call reverberated through the forest. It was the sound of warriors determined to give their lives.

A bald, hook-nosed man’s eyes popped open when he heard it. With a grin, he turned towards the person behind him. “Well boss, it looks like everything’s going according to your plan. Gorefang is doing just what we wanted him to do. A stroke of genius, manipulating them into choosing now to try and break free while also letting the valley know about it. In one stroke, we’ve created the opportunity we need to bring this whole place down. It’s time to move on with the scheme.”

“As I’ve told you many times, Buzzard, all great achievements start with careful planning. More importantly, you must guard against your own arrogance. It’s just the beginning. They haven’t even launched the attack yet.” The man’s hoarse voice was shrewd and stately. In his heavy tone, he added, “I haven’t yet spoken. What’s your hurry?”

The bald, beak-nosed man nodded respectfully. “Of course, boss.”

Had Cloudhawk been there, he would have been surprised to recognize the bald man. It was Buzzard, the high-ranking agent of the Dark Atom he had encountered twice already, once at Blackwater Base and once at the Sandbar. Their meetings had been only brief encounters, but the man had left Cloudhawk with a deep impression.

He and the group he was with were hiding in the northern reaches of Hell Valley. Five wastelander airships were hovering overhead, awaiting orders. Each one was over a hundred meters long and was equipped with over a dozen gatling guns and cannons. “Destructive” did not begin to describe them.

They were outfitted with a long metal rod that projected a mirror-like screen. This ancient, high tech technology provided an effective camouflage which made them completely invisible to anyone watching from Hell Valley. Meanwhile, Buzzard and the others could see everything going on before them.

Besides the five ships, there were also several hundred Dark Atom agents ready for action.

The crowd was gathered around a small, thin man who was only about a hundred and sixty-five centimeters tall. He was clad in a silver outfit of unknown material that looked alive or like some kind of fluid. It moved constantly all over him. Layers of cloth hid everything, even his eyes, causing him to look like mummies of old. On his back were three different styles of swords, and each one resonated with a unique energy.

Just mentioning this bandaged stranger’s name would cause a stir in the borderlands. He was the leader of the Dark Atom – Wolfblade!

The very same!

This man was well known in the Elysian lands as the leader of a massive heretical organization. The Dark Atom held incredible sway over the area around Skycloud domain, and their power was only surpassed by their obscurity. Countless men were willing to die for their cause, and talented warriors were in no short supply. Much to the despair of their enemies, the Dark Atom had spies everywhere – a fact that made it nearly impossible to eradicate them.

Now, Wolfblade had shown himself personally. His goal was the destruction of Hell Valley.

Buzzard was one of a dozen or so other high-ranking members joining their leader on the mission. His presence, along with the others, demonstrated just how crucial this attack was.

However, he wasn’t the most eye-catching figure. Besides Wolfblade himself, the most striking person was the one who stood beside Dark Atom’s leader. He was a man who was two meters tall and was hidden beneath a black robe. Everything about him whispered death, especially the seething red lights burning in his dark hood.

Those sanguine points had to be the man’s eyes. Unsettling was the fact that there was no emotion in them – no joy, hatred, or sadness. In a word, they looked soulless.

He stood behind Wolfblade, still as a statue, silent as a shadow. 

Though covered, Dark Atom’s leader lifted his eyes and looked around. His gaze seemed capable of penetrating everything, seeing all that happened within the valley below. Right now, he was waiting for the perfect opportunity.

The show was about to begin. For years, the Elysians had oppressed free citizens of the wastelands. But, all that was about to change.
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At the same time, elsewhere.

Cloudhawk and the others had escaped and were taking cover in a cave.

The four others looked sickly, their faces having taken on a pale mauve hue. They’d been poisoned, not by the poison-tipped arrows directly but by the potent toxic fumes they’d released. The mist had been so prevalent that it was impossible to avoid inhaling them entirely. As a result, it had begun to eat away at the mucous linings of their noses and throats and even damaged their lungs. [1] What’s more, the fumes clung to their bodies and clothing. Sores and blisters had sprung up all over their bodies, some of which were nearly deep enough to penetrate inside.

By the time Claudia found shelter in the cave, she was already finding it difficult to breathe. Her beautiful blonde tresses were stripped of color and were left grey and withered. Her skin burned like a blazing oil slick. Of the whole group, only Cloudhawk and Drake seemed to be in decent shape.

Drake’s constitution is what kept him healthy, but even he was struggling a little to breathe.

Cloudhawk, meanwhile, walked into the cave with no adverse signs. It was like neither the poison arrows nor the toxic fumes had any effect on him at all. While he was getting his bearings, a pudgy little bird fluttered into the cave and took up post on his shoulder. Cloudhawk gave the critter an affectionate scratch on its head and then turned towards the others. “Well, I’ve got good news and bad news. What do you want to hear first?”

The four others looked uncertainly at one another. With all of this going on, this asshole was wise-cracking?

Gabriel ran his hands through his hair, pulling out thick tufts in the process. He responded with a bitter scowl. If he had his relics, he was sure he’d be the strongest person here, but here he was. The injuries he’d sustained made him weak and enhanced the poison’s potency.

“I fail to see how there can be any good news for us.”

“We’re pretty lucky, actually. Those sweepers had set up an ambush to cut us off, but they ran into a group of soldiers from the valley. Their fight opened up a route for us to escape, but several of the veterans were killed because of it.”

“This is your so-called good news? I don’t see how any of that is good.” Claudia was still fighting against her prejudice against Cloudhawk. They’d been forced to suffer this together, but she still loathed the man. After all, all that pent-up rancor wasn’t going to go away overnight. So, she couldn’t help but throw a few sharp words at him. “Oh, you’re saying that the death of a few Elysian veterans is good news. Is that it?”

Cloudhawk wasn’t about to get in an argument with this idiot. Her reaction always seemed to be a little behind other people’s, so he paid her no mind and spoke to the others. “This means this mission they sent us on has gone outside of their control. It’s the only reason they would have sent soldiers from the valley.”

The others paused to take in the information.

He seemed to have it right. The entrance exam was supposed to be hard, not fatal. Running into a few hundred natives with poison and beast mounts was a suicide mission. If you threw someone like Frost de Winter in here with no protection or relics, he probably wouldn’t make it out. For the sixty-some trainees, it was certain death.

The proper training hadn’t even started yet. How could they just throw everyone into a death trap? The only logical answer was that things had changed, and the trainers had no idea. Evidence of that was the group of soldiers, their deaths meaning things were out of control.

The deadwood forest was supposed to be under the valley’s control, so they couldn’t just turn a blind eye to what was going on. The scarred instructor and his assistants had to be out there helping to get things in order too. If that was the case, it shouldn’t take long for things to cool down. That was the good news.

Of course, this was predicated on them being able to hold out long enough to get rescued. 

Drake scowled. “So what’s the bad news?”

Before Cloudhawk could answer the question, a sound caught their attention from outside the cave. A pair of stalker beasts skittered into view, squat and agile, their eyes glinting red light. Fang-filled jaws snapped, ready to tear apart anything they clamped onto.

“Shit, they’re in!”

Claudia tried to stand, but her strength was gone. She couldn’t fight back.

The stalker riders spotted the five human huddled in the darkness and raised their bone spears. They heaved their weapons, and it was at that moment, two figures went on the move. Drake was faster. He appeared in front of one of the beasts and put his fist through its skull. He wrapped his right hand around the rider’s head and squeezed. The sweeper’s ugly face was crushed into pulp.

Cloudhawk leaped over Drake’s head and caught the second rider with a whirlwind kick. Mount and rider went flying as Cloudhawk snatched up his discarded bone spear. He stabbed it at the writhing creature.

A wave of poison arrows came pouring in towards the mouth of the cave!

Drake’s face fell, and he felt an icy grip wrap around his heart. He grabbed the corpse of the rider he’d killed and held all two hundred pounds of it in front of him as though it were as light as a feather. “Out of the way!”

Drake put the corpse between him and the onslaught. Most of the arrows lodged in his meat shield, which caused it to start quickly melting away like a wax sculpture left in the sun. His hands had also been splashed by the poison and started to burn, but he’d managed to defend them from the enemies outside.

Thud!

Drake threw the melted carcass at the sweepers blocking the entrance. At the same time, he launched upward and kicked at the wall above his head. The impact resulted in a web of cracks appearing through the stone. 

Bang! Crack!

Two more thunderous sounds boomed when Drake punched the walls on either side of him. Slabs of stone fell all around, and two particularly large blocks sealed the entrance. Drake stumbled back, clutching his chest and fighting for air. He’d reached his limit. After all, the damage Cloudhawk had caused was still there in addition to the poison. 

They could hear the sweepers outside already beginning to clear away the rubble. They weren’t going to be able to survive in this tight corner for long.

Cloudhawk smirked sheepishly in the face of their dire predicament. “The bad news is that there are a few hundred sweepers outside.”

Gabriel, Claudia, and Wolfe gaped. A few hundred? Were they destined to die in this hole?

1. This reminds me of the time I nearly died from chloramine vapors. While studying in China, our university would on very rare occasions clean the toilets. Because of how infrequent these cleanings were, it allowed for quite a lot of buildup of urine deposits in the pipes. Their solution was to pour bleach to clear it out. Urine contains ammonia, of course, and if you weren’t aware, the combination of ammonia and bleach creates a phenomenally toxic gas called chloramine. I was intimately acquainted with the effects of it while leaning over a sink to wash my hands. I was blasted in the face by an invisible gas whose use has been banned by the Geneva Conventions and for good reason. I only got a mouthful, but for nearly an hour, I couldn’t breathe, and my eyes burned like they were on fire. So I feel you, trainees. That shit sucks.


83 / Trapped in the Cave


The cave was filled with the stench of rot. Outside, Deadwood Forest’s sweepers were clawing their way inside. At the rate they were moving, it would only be a matter of minutes before they got through.

Drake sat cross-legged on the floor with a pained expression on his resolute face. Beads of oily sweat ran down his bronze skin like he’d just been plucked from a steam room. Each drop hissed when it touched the floor, filling the air with a raw odor. The sweat pouring off of him was a greyish-black and was not at all normal.

He was exhausted, but the soldier regulated his breathing and tried to constrict some of his blood flow. His intention was to direct the poison out to the capillaries close to his skin and then excrete it through the pores. It was a complicated process that demanded a tremendous level of bodily control as well as knowledge of proper techniques.

Yet, despite his impressive skill, the situation was not getting any better.

Drake’s internal and external injuries were serious. Both of his hands had suffered from the poison and were badly dissolved. The skin had turned from a rich bronze into something between black and purple, and it was spreading. His muscles had gone stiff, making it hard to move. A lesser man would have died by now. If Drake didn’t get treatment soon, that was the fate that awaited him.

He was angry and impatient and punched at the ground with his rotten fist. Drake growled through gritted teeth, “I haven’t even made general yet and left my mark. Now, I’m going to die here at the hands of these ugly assholes!”

Seeing the anger from Drake made Claudia feel a little better, as though the freaks outside weren’t going to kill her just as quickly as they were going to kill him. She barked back at him in a sarcastic tone, “Well look at that – using the rules to attack demon hunters at their weakest only to have the tables turned. Thank goodness you broke the others’ legs. It’s not like we’d be able to band together in a situation like this, right? No, you deserve this.”

Drake’s face fell.

It was Wolfe who came to his friend’s aid. “What gives you the right to push him around?! This is Hell Valley. No one had any idea this was going to happen. What’s wrong with using our advantage? This is a competition, isn’t it? We aren’t even in Skycloud. We don’t have to follow Skycloud’s rules out here!”

“The rules are stamped on every Elysian. There are no borders where they suddenly stop applying! If you just do what you pleased when you leave the domain, what makes you any different from a wastelander?!”

Although he was an outstanding member of a military family, Drake’s lack of talent made him jealous of demon hunters. He had indeed taken advantage of the demon hunters who had one hand tied behind their backs. Was this a moral thing to do? Was this what a proper man would do? What a soldier would do? This sort of victory was no victory at all. Claudia felt nothing but contempt.

Drake was not one used to debate. He wasn’t going to shout her down. Claudia was a temperamental one and treated them all like they owed her a fortune.

But, Cloudhawk wouldn’t hold his peace. “Can we cut this shit out? We might all die here, and if we’re reborn as siblings, I don’t need this sort of baggage.”

“Hmph, scum like you is certainly going straight to hell. My soul has a place reserved in heaven. We aren’t traveling the same road.” Claudia’s pale face was red from anger. The fury in her eyes made them sparkle in the darkness. “You killed my friend. That’s an offense you’ll never be forgiven for. My only regret will be not killing you with my own hands.”

Claudia Lunae was caught between sinners and twisted wastelander abominations. She had to choose one, and no one could blame her for choosing the former. For now, she would work with them, at least until they got free. Wasn’t that the only reason this scoundrel was playing nice? Drake and his cronies were worthy of her disdain, and Gabriel was a despicable fugitive and sinner. But Cloudhawk… Cloudhawk was her nemesis. She was never going to forgive the vile heathen!

Wasn’t it his fault that she was here due to the wounds he caused her? Would she be in this situation otherwise? Cloudhawk was the undeniable source of all her misfortune.

Disaster had been following her ever since she went to the wastelands. She was generous and forgiving by nature, but she would not relent in her hatred for Cloudhawk. It wasn’t even worth considering.

Gabriel was in the worst shape and yet, had the coolest head. He’d expected to die ever since his actions in Skycloud. Dying out here instead was an improvement as far as he was concerned.

Gabriel looked around the dark cave and inwardly sighed. It was just a pity. His death could be avoided if he had his relics. He was stronger than Claudia, stronger than Cloudhawk. None of this would have happened if they’d just let him keep his relics.

A loud blast came from the cave entrance. The violent blow caused the obstruction to be knocked away.

Had they finally breached?

Two members of the Blight-Tooth Clan strode in and found the five humans waiting. They immediately began to bark in a language Cloudhawk could not recognize, but the hatred in their eyes was universal.

He’d seen that same look many times. To these natives, Cloudhawk and the others were nothing short of evil.

They used to have a paradise where all of their needs had been met. All of it had been taken away in a single night. The fighting robbed them of their parents, their loved ones, and their children. Those that remained were driven into the forest where they were hunted for over a decade. Like livestock, they were penned in with nothing to do but waiting for death. Any struggle was stripped of value.

How could the people of the Blight-Tooth clan not hate these interlopers?

Cloudhawk understood their animosity, but that was the world they lived in. Hate was like a forest fire – it did nothing but destroy everything it came in contact with. Just like his hatred for Raith Umbra. Like Claudia’s hatred for Cloudhawk. Everyone had different values and different standpoints. Eventually, rancor would consume the world. However, understanding the concept was one thing. Accepting it was another.

The two clansmen did not immediately attack. That left an opening.

Whoosh! Whoosh!

Cloudhawk snatched up a pair of sharp stones and whipped them at the sweepers’ heads. Their shrill whines rang out as the rocks viciously collided with their skulls.

Drake picked up one of the larger slabs of stone and charged towards the entrance. “Attack!”

They’d managed to get the first two, but their wails alerted the rest of their clansmen. Furious, the skeletal natives charged forward mad with bloodlust.

Bows were drawn. Arrows were fired!

Poison arrows filled the cave. They hit the ground and walls, filling it with toxic smoke.

The cave’s cramped interior only required a few arrows before it was completely enveloped in poison. With no possibility of escape, their only option was to try and keep the entrance closed.

Drake rushed forward, ignoring his injuries. Muscles bulged through torn skin as he heaved the one-ton boulder at the enemies outside. It made a sound like a roaring beast as it soared through the air.

Claudia jumped behind it, running along the wall to pick up speed. By the time she reached the rock, it had begun to slow, but with a swift kick, she sent it rocketing forward at twice its original speed.

Crack! Smash!

The boulder exploded into several enormous pieces. Each one catapulted towards the Blight-Tooth warriors with startling speed.

The diminutive sweepers were dexterous. They dodged and rolled out of the way of the stones so that only two of their number were crushed by the debris. The survivors rolled deftly back onto their feet, pulled arrows from their backs, and flung it at them.

Claudia’s feet had just touched the ground when one arrow appeared right in front of her. She tried to dodge, but just as she was trying to whip around, she felt all of her strength melt from her body. Whatever strength and flexibility she normally had was spent.

Oh no!

Her eyes went wide with fear.

Cloudhawk appeared on one side and shoved her out of the way, knocking the arrows away with a bone spear. Each one left a puff of black poison behind. That’s why he didn’t see the one that punched through the haze and buried itself in his chest. The poison fang was completely buried in muscle and immediately delivered its toxic payload. Right away, the skin around the arrowhead turned as black as coal.

Cloudhawk was shoved back and lost his footing.

A pair of stalker beasts leaped over the pile of stones and was on them before they knew it. The riders leveled their spears, ready to pin Cloudhawk to the ground. However, Claudia saw and jumped forward with a yell. She smashed her shoulder into one of the riders and sent him crashing to the ground. The first one kept coming, though. He was almost on Cloudhawk when a shadow flashed by, taking half of the sweeper’s throat with it. 

Naberius.

Cloudhawk wiped away the blood that had leaked from the corner of his mouth and then pulled the arrow from his chest. He looked at Claudia and Naberius and managed a wry smile. “See? Don’t we work well together? Let’s try not to murder each other if we get out of this. What do you say?”

Naberius tittered that unsettling, unhinged laugh. “Sounds good to me!”

However, Claudia just gritted her teeth. She didn’t know why she did what she did. All of a sudden, she was treating Cloudhawk like a comrade-in-arms, but she knew when they got back to the Elysian lands, she’d regret her actions. She looked at the festering wound in his chest and wasn’t sure how to feel about it.

“Are you three enjoying your chat? Help me block the entrance!”

Drake motioned Wolfe over, and they took the lead. The five of them charged at the Blight-Tooth Clan warriors. While they were all adept at close-quarters combat, the sweeper archers who’d managed to get inside were not. They were swiftly dealt with.

All eyes turned towards the entrance, and what they saw ripped their hearts in half. In the same instant, they all lost hope because the forest outside was filled with foes. Countless warriors were closing in, more than they could fathom. 

At peak physical condition, these five trainees would be hard pressed to fight their way free. And now?

“All of this effort for five people?” Cloudhawk looked out over the army of sweepers. The first line held bone shields, leaving them no avenue to escape to. The second line was neatly arranged with bows drawn and poison arrows nocked. The only option Cloudhawk had left was a single, desperate gamble.

“Go!”

Oddball furiously beat its tiny wings and took off into the forest.


84 / Defying Extermination


Oddball disappeared into the mist. Blight-Tooth warriors paid no attention to the tiny thing. To them, the bird was not important. 

However, they did not know how keen the bird’s eyes were. Oddball’s vision pierced the fog, sharing what it learned with Cloudhawk about their situation.

The Blight-Tooth’s bone horn kept blasting its note. Before long, a thousand warriors had gathered – their youngest and fiercest fighters. However, what was shocking was the fact that these natives were better equipped than outpost soldiers. There were over a hundred riders tied to their vicious mounts.

Each warrior was protected by leather armor and was equipped with a longbow and a quiver full of poison arrows. Countless close-combat fighters hefted their bone spears, swords, and shields. Some even had firearms. While the pygmy sweepers did not have strong bodies, with this gear, they could wipe out the veteran outpost if they caught the humans off guard.

It was simply unheard of. This wasn’t some native tribe – this was an army!

To Cloudhawk, these mutants were strange and twisted things. He did not know anything about their lives, what they inherited, or how they grew. Did they have “parents” the way humans did? Did they gather into “tribes”? They were so physically different that they surely had very different concepts of community and maturity.

That isn’t to say there weren’t more stable groups, but they were few and far between. Most didn’t join forces and were easily destroyed in the harsh environment of the wastelands. A force like the Blight-Tooth Clan was completely foreign to Cloudhawk. Looking through Oddball’s eyes and seeing his enemies stretch out through the forest, he felt an icy cold in his heart.

“There are too many of them out there. We’re completely surrounded. We won’t last five minutes even holed up in this cave for protection.” Cloudhawk’s face was stricken as he spoke to the others. “I have an idea, but I’m going to need everyone’s help.”

Claudia turned her eyes towards Cloudhawk and saw the nasty wound in his chest. It was already recovering. He was the only one of their group who didn’t seem to fear their enemy’s poison. She’d watched him survive what killed soldiers twice as strong as him.

Strange… this bastard seemed resistant to poison.

Inwardly, Claudia sneered at him. Surely it was because wastelanders spent so much time supping on spiders and cockroaches that they developed an immunity. His blood was probably even more toxic than the poison they were trying to use on him.

“We’re going to die anyway,” Drake said. He was ready to take any risk. “Whatever it is, let’s do it.”

“Only way to kill a snake is to cut off its head. If we deal with their leader, it’ll be chaos. That’s when we make a break for it. And even if that doesn’t work, at least we killed that son of a bitch.”

“Well, even before we consider how strong the leader might be, the question is how we can get to him…” But no sooner had Drake voiced the thought than understanding dawned on him. Cloudhawk was able to use his powers to slip through things. He needed the rest of them to provide cover because he was the only one who could pull it off. He gave his support before Cloudhawk could respond. “I understand! Let’s do it!”

Outside, the Blight-Tooth Clan kept sending soldiers at the cave. Their last assault cost them eight or nine clansmen, a fact that only made them more furious.

One of the soldiers who seemed to hold some authority shouted at the others, “Form up! Attack!”

The roar of a landslide came from the cave as Drake’s stalwart body burst forth from the rubble. He had a bone sword in each hand, which he used to remove the heads of several clansmen before they even knew what was happening.

“They’re trying to escape!” The sweeper commander screeched his warning, and a few natives with bone shields shuffled over to block their path. Several dozen others leveled their bows. “Kill them!”

A volley of arrows followed.

Drake spun, whipping his bone swords around like a windmill. He moved so fast that it seemed even a droplet of water couldn’t pass through, much less the arrows shot his way. The poison fog they released still injured him, but Drake paid it no mind. He was a beast, berserk and out of control. The first shield-bearer he encountered was hacked into half a dozen pieces in an instant.

Several more figures emerged from the cave, joining the fray.

Drake shouted over his shoulder, covered from head to toe in blood. “Three minutes! That’s all you got!”

“Understood!” Oddball had already helped Cloudhawk narrow down his target’s location. He charged from the group, right toward the center of the sweepers. The ground darkened as arrows blotted out the sky, intermingled with deadly gunfire.

It was a terrifying display. Just what he was looking for. The leader had to be around there.

Cloudhawk’s feet dug into the ground, and he exploded forward. Every step left a pit in its wake. When he reached peak speed, Cloudhawk leaped once again into the air, galvanizing the power of the phase stone. Those below watched as he soared towards the wall of poison arrows and hot lead.

Was he insane? It was suicide. The sweepers stared in shock.

The humans were sure to die, but this one seemed to be in a particular rush. Such a courageous acceptance of death was not often seen. Yet, just as the sweepers were sure that Cloudhawk was about to be riddled with arrows, what happened next shocked them even further.

Every arrow and bullet slipped through the crazy human like he wasn’t there. None left a mark or drew blood. It was as though they were trying to pierce a spirit. A few of the projectiles that failed to kill Cloudhawk peppered their own front line and killed a number of tribesmen.

What sorcery was this?!

Momentum sent Cloudhawk soaring tens of meters over the bloodthirsty horde towards their heart. Several sweepers charged at him when he came close, but their spears went right through him and into their companions rushing in from behind. A group of stalker beasts crashed into a mess of limbs as they tried to run him down, but Cloudhawk simply floated through them all.

“What sort of creature is he?!”

This was like nothing the natives had ever seen before. Surprise caused them to temporarily break off their attacks, which Cloudhawk took advantage of to drop the stone’s power. A disadvantage of the phase stone was how it cut his speed to almost nothing, so he had to drop its protective shell long enough to take a few more steps. When he got moving again, the stone’s power was reawakened.

He was without the stone’s protection for less than two seconds, but it was long enough for two arrows to find their marks. Both had struck him in the back. Cloudhawk’s danger sense was keen, but it was better suited for smaller skirmishes. He was surrounded by enemies who wanted him dead, so it felt as though danger was coming from everywhere. His special perception didn’t help him here.

But, it didn’t matter. The effects of the poison didn’t concern him much.

Disregarding his wounds, Cloudhawk charged through the lines of enemies. Every inch brought him closer to his target, yet his psychic energy was waning. Unsure of whether he could keep the stone’s power active, he continued anyway. Hesitation meant certain death. 

The press of sweepers grew thicker the closer Cloudhawk came. Behind them all was the man he intended to kill.

Gorefang was confident in his men. Hell Valley couldn’t have gathered its forces yet, and the thousand-strong clan was poised to break right through the borderlands’ defenses. Once they were out of this cursed forest, he and his people would be free at last.

He’d waited so long for this moment. 

The Blight-Tooth Clan’s vigor and reproductive abilities were never in doubt. Freed from their shackles, Gorefang knew they would multiply and spread all across the wastelands. He had been preparing for this the day he inherited the Gorefang title from his father, and here it was.

Blackfang scurried to his side. “We have a thousand warriors gathered already. The soldiers of Hell Valley must have already heard the news. We can’t stay here. Now’s our chance.”

Gorefang’s lieutenant was interrupted by the sound of combat from behind. Gorefang scowled. “What’s going on there? What’s all this noise?”

Blackfang answered, “We have those Elysians surrounded in a cave. They are fighting back.”

Anger flashed across Gorefang’s face. His soldiers couldn’t even handle a few trainees? Was there really such a glaring difference between wastelander warriors and Elysian soldiers? But, besides the anger, there was a deeply unsettling sensation creeping into his chest. He looked around and spotted a round yellow bird circling overhead. Nothing else seemed out of the ordinary.

“Blackfang.”

“Your orders, chief?”

“The fight to break through the borderland’s defenses will be a fierce one. If something happens to me, you are the next Gorefang. Do you understand?”

“Gorefang, this-“

“Enough. You must make sure our clan wins its freedom!”

Blackfang clenched his fists, took a step back, and bowed respectfully. He struck his chest twice with his right hand in a sign of respect. Yet, as he raised his head to speak, his voice caught in his throat. The tribe's second in command gaped like he was staring at a ghost. “Careful!”

Gorefang was confused for he sensed no danger, but when he turned his head, he saw a figure that was covered in wounds descend on him. The human passed straight through one of his bodyguards on a singular mission – right for Gorefang. A bone spear was slowly coming his way.

“You come seeking death!”

Gorefang couldn’t fathom how the human had gotten so close, but now wasn’t the time to ask. This idiot had signed his death warrant and Gorefang –leader and mightiest warrior of the Blight-Tooth – was here to serve it.

His foe’s comically slow attack was beneath contempt.

Gorefang drew his longsword and hacked at the Elysian, so fast that the wind whistled in protest. It ripped through his neck with incredible speed. The human could be made of solid iron, and the strike would still cut him down.

Eh?

As the blade slipped through Cloudhawk’s neck, Gorefang knew something was off. It was the way it felt. As he stood there in shock, the bone spear entered his chest. He immediately tensed the muscles of his chest for protection although he was sure the ponderous attack was no threat. But, he was wrong again. The spear met no resistance and slipped right in, through and through.

A cold sweat broke out over his body, but Gorefang quickly found that there was no pain and no blood. Was this some sort of illusion? Gorefang knew that there were humans called demon hunters who possessed special powers. They were often found in Hell Valley, and they were known for their mysterious tricks.

An illusion! Yes, just a mirage!

Gorefang sighed in relief, but an instant later, his whole body seized. All of the skin, muscle, and bone around the spear split apart. Including his heart. Gorefang’s pupils constricted into tiny black dots, set in an expression of disbelief.

The spear was real…! It was there, stuck in his chest.

It wasn’t a piercing attack, not in the typical sense. Piercing attacks could be defended. It was an assault from a different slice of reality – a dimensional fissure where two things tried to occupy the same space. In the end, reality’s dominance was absolute, and no defense could stand before it. Gorefang’s death was assured.


85 / The Three Giants of Hell Valley


Gorefang held the shaft of the spear with both hands, eyes wide as saucers. He still could not believe what had occurred. A single human managed to slip past a thousand soldiers to attack him by himself. How had this happened?

Even disregarding the stupendous sneak attack, what sort of devilish power was this?

Gorefang saw himself as the strongest Blight-Tooth warrior in a hundred years. A normal man couldn’t even get close enough to make an attempt on his life. Then suddenly, this bizarre attack claimed his life. His eyes became swollen and red as blood congealed within them. His mouth opened and shut yet no sound came forth. He wanted to scream, but all he could manage was a pathetic gurgle and the coughing up of a few drops of blood.

The human’s attack went straight through his heart and scattered all the strength within him.

Cloudhawk could see the mutant’s desperation and pain written on his face. It was a distress that went beyond imminent death. Living this long, Gorefang must have experienced things a normal person couldn’t fathom, suffered things no living person should have to suffer. Death wasn’t something to fear for people like him. To them, the greatest terror was dying before your mission was done.

Cloudhawk knew what was going through Gorefang’s mind in his last moments, but there was no guilt. He ended the sweeper’s life without hesitation and without mercy.

This method was the right one. It was the world they lived in. Who could take responsibility for everyone? Who was able to deliver all sufferers from torment? Cloudhawk wasn’t out to save the world. He was just an insect. An insect’s only interest was in self-preservation!

Blackfang roared and threw himself at his chieftain’s assassin.

Cloudhawk heaved his arms. He lifted Gorefang, who was pinned by his spear, off the floor and threw the sweeper at his subordinate.

Their reactions were too slow. Cloudhawk leaped onto the stalker beast Gorefang vacated and grabbed the reins. His eyes were red and, uttering an infinitely cold command, he tried to dominate the beast beneath him with force of will alone. “Go!”

This human’s voice boomed like thunder in the beast’s ear with a note of command it could not defy.

The pressure to obey was overwhelming, for the creature had met a life form clearly its superior. The urge to do what it was told felt like it was coming from deep within its soul.

Cloudhawk ripped a longsword from a sheath strapped to the beast and gave it a sharp smack on its haunches. With a reptilian hiss, the stalker beast took off. Two sweepers tried to block his path, but Cloudhawk cut them down without much effort.

His eyes were a deep sanguine red like pools of blood. Cloudhawk did not look imposing, but the sheer enormity of his aura forced the natives out of his way.

He vanished into the mist while Blackfang was still struggling with his chieftain. The latter placed Gorefang’s limp body on the ground and looked him over, trying to figure out how to pull the spear free. He wasn’t sure how to do it without causing more damage than was already done. Inside, he knew it was too late.

“Now… you are… Gorefang.” Their dying leader had a few breaths left, which he used to force a few words out from his blood-filled mouth. He grabbed his lieutenant’s clothes and stared him deep in his eyes. “Bring our people…. to freedom… Freedom!”

It was the final words of their leader before darkness claimed him. The last thought to cross his mind – I’m dead…. What will the clan do?

Blight-Tooth warriors huddled around, amazed and frightened, furious and hopeless.

Gorefang’s reputation among his tribesmen was beyond question. He had led them through the darkest parts of their history, keeping the fire of hope alive in their hearts. He was a giant among the Blight-Tooth, a hero!

Their fallen Gorefang was a man like no other, irreplaceable.

Blackfang removed a pair of sharpened teeth from the honored leader’s mouth.

The tribe was called Blight-Tooth because of the poison sacks in their hands and mouths. Both claw and bite were highly toxic. They believed this ability was a gift from their ancestors to keep them safe, so their teeth were the most important part of a tribesman’s remains.

“Find that piece of shit!” Blackfang swore to himself that he would bury his leader’s fangs in that bastard’s chest. “Kill him!”

Cloudhawk was already several hundred meters away.

Blackfang’s furious cries roused the others from their shocked stupor. Their most respected, most adored leader had fallen. He was the one they turned to for leadership and guidance. Without him, their world had collapsed.

Could they let his murderer simply get away? The Blight-Tooth warriors gathered up to exact vengeance!

Anger and despair tore through the horde. Their hatred for humans had never burned so hot. The Gorefang was dead. Chaos was already starting to set in.

As structure collapsed among the enemy, the pressure on Drake and the others relaxed. He and the remaining humans fell back into the mouth of the cave to mount a defense. While the turmoil was obvious, none of them knew what had happened to the instigator. Claudia was out of breath and lightheaded. He did it, she thought. That guy actually did it.

Cloudhawk succeeded just as they’d planned.

He’d slipped past a thousand angry sweepers and struck a fatal blow at their heart. If word of this ever got back to the Elysian lands, Cloudhawk would become famous.

But, there was a nagging regret in the back of Cloudhawk’s mind. He’d stirred up the hornet’s nest. What would be the consequences?

He darted wildly through the forest atop the stalker beast while a swarm of enraged sweepers gave chase. Every second, dozens of arrows were shot his way, and he used the longsword to knock away any that got too close. But, he couldn’t continue this way for long. With a terrible screech, the stalker beast collapsed beneath him, and Cloudhawk went flying.

He was more than capable of protecting himself. His mount, however, was not so lucky.

It took seven or eight arrows to eventually take the beast down, which proved how sturdy it was. As it began to fall, Cloudhawk added insult to injury by kicking off its back. This sent him several meters into the air.

A group of pygmy warriors was gathered up ahead.

Cloudhawk hit the ground in a controlled roll, slipping by two of the warriors and cutting their legs out from under them. He jumped back into the air as a pair of riders caught up. He landed on top of one and caved his face in with a savage punch.

There were too many. Cloudhawk couldn’t kill them all.

The second rider threw its weapon to the side and pulled out a gun. At this distance, Cloudhawk didn’t dare risk the damage it could do, so he called on the power of stone to avoid it.

A wave of dizziness washed over him, nearly knocking him off his feet. Uh oh, what now?

The rider was leveling a second shot. Cloudhawk lunged forward and whipped a kick at his face. It connected, knocking the eyes from their sockets and causing blood to pour from its ears. Its crushed face was left in a grotesque, twisted smirk.

Cloudhawk gasped for breath. He was spent, not just mentally but physically as well. 

Come on, he was the hero! He wasn’t supposed to die like this!

With the phase stone’s power, Cloudhawk could have easily gotten himself to safety. He chose the far more difficult and thankless task of killing the sweeper leader. Why decide to do something so reckless? He chastised himself for it and decided that he sure didn’t seem much like the hero type. If he survived, he decided to try to do fewer heroics in the future.

There was no escape. He could see the faint silhouettes of riders tearing through the twisting fog. He’d only survived this long thanks to the phase stone, but even it had its limits. He was too weak to call on it anymore.

But, maybe there was one more thing he could do! 

Escape to another world!

He was certainly no master of that ability. Since getting the stone, it’d only happened a couple of times, but it had always been in desperate situations just like this. It was his last shot, so he made the decision to try. As the warriors closed in on him, he wrapped his hands around the stone hanging from his neck.

The phase stone felt the call.

An intense energy poured out from it, coalescing into a field of light that spread out in all directions. It started to swirl around him like churned cream. The bullets and arrows that were flung its way were either knocked aside or incinerated, leaving nothing but ripples.

There was still hope.

Life or death hung on this single moment!

Cloudhawk cleared his mind, focusing all of his attention on this process. Then, just at the key moment, Blackfang emerged from the mists. He threw a spear at the orb of light, backed by all the despair and rage he held inside. It punched a hole and collapsed the field of energy and any phasing power with it.

The spear was stuck in the ground. A slight breeze passed, causing it to crumble into dust.

Blackfang snarled at the others, “Turn this asshole into a pile of rotten meat.”

A swarm of sweepers descended on Cloudhawk. He helplessly watched them come.

Just as it seemed he would be trampled, something the wastelander never expected came to his aid. From within the forest, a hail of arrows descended that immediately pinned the approaching warriors to the ground. The sweepers were so thoroughly shot through that blood leaked from them like sieves.

A group of figures gradually appeared from the mist.

Five to six hundred soldiers, dressed in Elysian armor, appeared before him. The front lines held their crossbows at the ready. Three individuals in Hell Valley instructor uniforms along with a dozen or so assistants led the group. The bulk of the valley’s might had arrived.

This was… Hell’s Army!

Blackfang gritted his teeth. He wasn’t ready to give up. “Never mind them! Fire your arrows!”

The twang of bowstrings followed. The sweepers were hysterical with fear and anger, and despite the Elysian soldiers, they refused to let Cloudhawk go. However, their determination was not rewarded. It was unacceptable for a cadet to die under the nose of these instructors.

As Cloudhawk looked on, stupefied, one of the three instructors stepped forth. She was a woman with a cyan-colored whip clenched in one hand. In stark contrast to normal whips, this one was not “made” of anything but had been forged from captured wind. Agile as a python, it slithered around Cloudhawk’s waist and dragged him to safety.

They’d fired first, but the woman’s whip still saved Cloudhawk from certain death. Fast as the arrows were, they only served to prove how much faster she was!

A demon hunter?

Cloudhawk stared at her in open shock. Her age was hard to place, for while she looked to be in her twenties to thirties, her temperament was almost sage-like. She had an appeal different from the likes of Hellflower – like a cool breeze, preternatural and refreshing. She was altogether inscrutable.

She was dressed in scholarly clothing that enveloped her in elegance and mystery. There were men on either side of her. One was the hideously-scarred Instructor Cutter, and the other was hidden in a shell of metal like he was locked in a tin can.

The Giants of Hell Valley had arrived.

Finally, a look of despair appeared on Blackfang’s face. How did the valley’s forces assemble so quickly? It was only possible if they’d known it was coming.


86 / The Dark Atom Invasion


The Blight-Tooth warriors nocked their bows and drew back strings, ready to fire another wave of arrows. However, even before they could fully draw their bows, the ethereal woman across the clearing responded. With ease and grace, she waved the whip clutched in her hand, which released a burst of cyan energy through the forest. It swept horizontal to the ground and out towards her enemies like a blade of wind.

A fifty-meter cone splayed out like a fan before her. Everything from natives and beasts to trees and even stone was split in two as the light swept by. All of it seemed as substantial as bean curd before a sharp knife. All of it was neatly cleaved in half.

Cloudhawk watched as a terrifying cold crept up his spine. Subconsciously, he touched his waist, thankfully discovering that it all still seemed to be in one piece. Even his clothes were unscathed. He stared at the unfathomable demon hunter with deep respect. Her relic was not only fierce and fast, but it could also be gentle with a moment’s notice. What uncanny power!

Instructor Cutter took a drag from the cigarette lazily smoldering between his lips. He pulled out his sword, a massive thing that was crimson red from hilt to tip and had to weigh at least several hundred pounds. Its blade edge looked incomparably sharp, while the back was a line of jagged spikes. The hilt was in the shape of a coiling python. Waves of threatening power poured from the instructor as he brandished his weapon and squinted at Cloudhawk. “You. You’re not dead.”

This earned a deep sigh from the wastelander. “No, more or less.”

Cutter snorted. “If you can’t even survive this test, what right do you have to enter Hell Valley? Get behind us to see how it’s done.”

The valley’s head instructors varied wildly in demeanor. Cutter was a typical warrior. Although his sword was something to behold, it wasn’t a relic. The other two were undoubtedly demon hunters. The layers of metal armor the other one wore constituted his relic.

How was Cloudhawk so sure? He could feel the resonance coming from it. Even before the female instructor made her move, the armored man had called on his power. It all gathered around his fortress-like figure, causing glowing lines to appear throughout the metal. They joined to create elaborate glimmering patterns, ultimately revealing an archaic design.

The entire suit of armor blazed with light and heat like iron in a casting oven.

Boom!

In sharp contrast to the lumbering suit of metal, the armored instructor exploded forward with incomparable speed. Like a ball of light, he charged through the forest, leveling everything in his path. One of the natives had the wherewithal to try and block but was blasted into a dozen mangled pieces when the instructor hit him. 

Anything in the streaking light’s path – whether it was wood or stone or flesh - was smashed to pieces as easily as rotted furniture. In its wake was a trough four to five meters deep. The instructor was a man-shaped meat grinder.

Cloudhawk had met several skilled fighters in his life: Selene, Dawn, Atlas, Frost … Each of them had their own unique strengths and fighting styles.

With the exception of the Caliph of the Sands and Lord Arcturus, Cloudhawk had never seen an attack that shook him so deeply. The armored instructor’s methods were wild and brutal, bulldozing through his enemies under the protection of his impenetrable armor. His indomitable passage turned all enemies into meat paste.

An attack like that obliterated the enemy’s body and morale. 

Cutter heaved his domineering weapon. “Leave some for me!”

His words hung in the air as Instructor Cutter leaped forward. Charging into the fray, deep indentations were left where his feet fell. His sword crashed into the enemy forces like a tsunami, whirled like a tornado, and kicked up a tempest of blood and flesh. As far as speed and strength, he was the most tyrannical fighter Cloudhawk had ever witnessed.

The soldiers of Hell Valley discharged their crossbows and then switched them out for close-range weapons. In that space of time, Cutter had already cut eight or nine of their enemies to pieces.

A dozen of the assistants rushed in to join the fight. A hundred more elite veterans followed behind.

The Blight-Tooth Clan had descended into chaos, forsaking their freedom to exact revenge on Cloudhawk. While they had an advantage in numbers, their fighting strength could not match up to the valley’s warriors. How could they stand against an assault like this? Every one of those soldiers was a veteran of a hundred battles, and the assistants were the cream of that crop.

Meanwhile, Blight-Tooth’s soldiers hardly outnumbered them two to one. They didn’t even give the humans pause. The valley’s opening charge forced the sweepers five hundred meters back and killed a fourth of them. The second push gained another three hundred meters, leaving more than half the natives’ forces dead. By the third assault, there was almost nothing left.

Cloudhawk had been impressed by Skycloud’s normal army forces. Seeing the veterans at work, he finally understood just how inferior the wastelands were at waging war. These veterans were nothing short of terrifying and could easily sweep through any outpost in the wastelands without concern.

As Blackfang watched the enemy rout his forces, the last light of hope died in his chest. With deep regret, he wondered why he’d ignored Gorefang’s orders. Why chase after this lone assassin with all of his men? If they’d let him go, maybe they might have stood a chance. The forces of Hell Valley couldn’t stray too far from their home.

Now, though… it was all too late. Blackfang shrieked at his warriors in their strange tongue.

Cloudhawk didn’t understand their language, but he didn’t need to in order to understand that it was a call for retreat. The difference was too great. How could the natives survive against most of the valley’s power?

Only a handful of stalker riders managed to survive.

Blackfang led a few dozen warriors into the forest towards the borderlands. If the valley’s soldiers were all here, it meant that their defenses at the forest’s edge were weak. There was a chance what remained of his clan could slip through and enter the safety of the wastelands.

However, the bloodcurdling scream that followed dashed their hopes as the scarred instructor came charging at them with sword raised high. He was even faster than the mounts they rode and thus quickly caught up to the fleeing natives. With a single sweep of his sword, he cleaved a rider and his mount in half.

“We were going to leave a few of you alive so you could rebuild your clan and survive out here in the forest. Now that you’ve chosen annihilation, I’ll make sure you get what you deserve.”

From the first word to the last – spoken in no more than a few seconds – eight more sweepers were slain. Each one was cut down without a struggle. 

Blackfang understood the language of his oppressors. Survive? Rebuild? What a joke! Could that sort of life be called surviving? What purpose would rebuilding serve?

In the eyes of the Elysians, his people were treated worse than livestock! From the beginning, the Blight-Tooth Clan had kept to itself and lived in harmony with its surroundings. They had no interest in ever leaving the forest, but the Elysians gave them no chance at a quiet life of freedom. They came and destroyed the paradise they’d built for themselves.

It was they who invaded their land, they who imprisoned and enslaved his people. Having lived over a decade in squalor, they were facing a fate worse than death. Was this the benevolence of the Elysians?

Even as he bemoaned their fate, Blackfang watched the valley’s soldiers closing in. Only a handful of his people were still breathing.

But ahead… ahead, there was light. The world beyond Deadwood Forest – a place even the devils who chased him wouldn’t dare follow.

Blackfang knew he wasn’t strong enough to stand against the sword-wielding instructor, much less break free from the Elysians once he was surrounded. There it was, the road to freedom stretching out before his eyes… but it may as well have been as untouchable as the sky.

“Blackfang!”

He turned his head towards the sound. It was a group of his clansmen. If they were still alive, it meant they had to be what remained of his most elite warriors. He could see in their eyes that they knew what fate had in store for them. They had no fear, just faith and determination.

Blackfang said nothing. He read the meaning in their eyes.

The remaining riders stopped suddenly by pulling hard on their mounts’ reins. They turned to face the soldiers coming hot on their heels. With weapons raised high, they shouted at their foes at the top of their lungs.

“Blight-Tooth forever! Freedom forever!”

Wild shouts rang out as the riders charged into the overwhelming enemy forces. They were quickly buried beneath the tide of steel and iron.

Hot tears burned paths down Blackfang’s face. It was the last opportunity gifted to him by the last of his people, a chance for freedom.

The hazy light of the wastelands inched closer.

A shadow swept up beside him, too fast for Blackfang to react. A ruthless slice caught him at the waist and cut him all the way through. Like a butterfly without its wings, he tumbled through the air until the ground came up to meet him. Still, he didn’t stop. Without a mount, he would run. Without legs, he could crawl. Inch by inch, he clawed his way out of the forest.

He felt the scorching hot sun on his back and, with fumbling hands, drew out the fangs he’d taken from his chief. Blackfang thrust them into the dirt and then rolled himself over. He took deep, greedy breaths – his first breaths of free air – and stared at the endless expanse of blue sky above. Fifteen years he’d lived, each one in darkness, never having left the gloomy canopy of Deadwood Forest. He never imagined the sky would look so beautiful.

And then, he died.
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As Cloudhawk walked through the corpse-strewn paths of the forest, he came across the upper half of Blight-Tooth clan’s last leader. The last vestiges of this intelligent sweeper colony had been wiped out.

They’d been the victims from the beginning, fighting against cruel captivity. All they wanted was freedom, but time and fate conspired to keep them from it. Fighting against destiny in the current day and age was an act of self-absorbed defiance that could only end one way.

These pitiful natives were no threat to the Elysians, so why did they have to be obliterated? Was it merely the will of their gods? Just because they said that Elysians and wastelanders could not coexist? What sort of god would demand such a thing?

Cloudhawk felt pity for these resentful souls. He felt not even a shadow of respect for the gods who did this to them.

This was how it was. This is how it is. And this is how it will be. Whatever miracles they provided, whatever nourishment they produced, however many faithful they deluded, however strong they might be… Cloudhawk’s hatred for these beings and his doubt regarding their motives ran deep. Down in his soul, he knew the gods were not here to save the world. They gathered up the ones they thought were worthy and created this pocket of plenty, this so-called “domain”. Wasn’t it just another sort of captivity? Cloudhawk didn’t know the whole story, but he was convinced that only humanity had the capacity to save itself, and the only way to do that was through strength.

Instructor Cutter shouted out his orders, “Send out teams to sweep the forest. Don’t let a single minnow slip the net.”

No sooner did he make the call than a loud explosion erupted from the distant valley. Faces immediately darkened. What was happening? More explosions followed on the heels of the first, resulting in several in a row like bombs were being dropped. The distinct pop of firearms followed.

Dark Atom’s assault on Hell Valley had begun.


87 / The War for Hell Valley


Five wastelander airships tore through the clouds, revealing their grim outlines to the forest valley below. With the valley’s mysterious veil pierced, it stretched out below the airships, laid bare before their payload.

“Hell” was a poor name for this valley, for it was filled with underground rivers that nourished its foliage. Great trees bursting with life populated the area, a sight rarely seen in the blasted landscape outside the Elysian borders.

Several buildings in the Elysian style rose from the valley’s canopy, rising majestically toward the skies. Grasping towers stood vigil over the main compound, a grand construction peppered with elaborate sculptures. A semi-transparent shell hung over it that protected the building from outside damage.

A small docking port hovered a hundred meters above, whereupon ten or so warships were stationed. A dangling spire at the center was the source of the compound’s protective aura.

Most airships constructed in the Elysian lands didn’t function outside of the domain’s borders. There were those warships that were specially blessed to allow them to work in the wastelands. However, their energy was not limitless like the others. The tower at the center of the docks was the source of such energy, and through it, the ships were able to maintain flight.

This was, of course, a treasure bestowed upon them by the gods. No human was capable of creating such a wondrous thing.

Wolfblade, wrapped in his large cloak and hidden beneath layers of bandages, was a mysterious and unsettling character. Strange as he appeared, no one here dared question his orders or act in opposition. This operation was the Dark Atom’s first direct assault on the Elysian lands, and Wolfblade was here to see to it personally. He was the one who’d put the plan in motion, and he would see it through. It was the only way to ensure success.

“The valley’s forces should return in about ten minutes. We have five minutes to get through their defenses. Commence the attack.”

“Yes, sir!”

The Dark Atom’s five ships quickly reached the valley. Once over the compound, it immediately began unloading scores of disc-shaped objects from their holds. They fell like rain to the buildings below and stuck to the shield of light protecting them. Each metallic disc had a flashing light attached that pulsed with increasing frequency until at last-

Boom!

All at once, the Dark Atom’s enormous shaped charges detonated.

Fractures instantly formed across the translucent shell as thousands of pounds of explosive force assailed it. An unending series of bombs followed along with the crackling roar of machine guns spitting a tempest of bullets. The fractures increased in number.

Then, one of the ships released a concussive burst of blue light from a pulse cannon. The valley’s defenses could take no more and were destroyed.

It’d taken less than ten seconds from start to finish – a fine display of Wolfblade’s tactical abilities. Skycloud domain’s advanced outpost was overcome without any wasted effort as though Wolfblade knew their defensive capabilities like the back of his hand.

Hell Valley’s garrison was blindsided by the sudden, dreadful assault.

When the alarms began to sound, the docks – and in fact the whole valley – descended into turmoil. One of the docked ships on standby reacted first and managed to take off.

The jade-like ships of the Elysians were gorgeous, standing in sharp contrast to the motley assortment of scrap that constituted wastelander airships. A spindle rose from the top of the warship around which tens of thousands of sapphire bolts coiled. Like a host of electric eels, they slithered to the spindle’s tip before exploding out in a burst of electrical energy.

Boom!

A hole appeared in the center of one of the enemy airships, one that had molten edges dripping slag metal.

Elysian warships were powerful weapons of war, but the sneak attack had taken them by surprise. They were without leadership and were caught unprepared. While it managed to get a shot off, this lone vessel quickly became the focus of the Dark Atom’s remaining airships, which pummeled it with cannon fire. Its once beautiful exterior crumbled and burned.

“Now!”

At Wolfblade’s command, the stranger in black leaped out of the airship. He tumbled from over three hundred meters in the air without a rope or a harness. Even the valley’s instructors, strong as they were, would have faced fatal injury falling from such a height. Yet, the black-robed stranger did not hesitate. He fell faster and faster, nearly breaking the sound barrier, and closed in on the beleaguered Elysian warship.

“Stop him!”

There weren’t many left in the outpost, but those who had stayed behind were seasoned warriors. The black-robed man’s descent took only a moment, but the soldiers still moved to intercept. They fired crossbows at the encroaching invader, bolts that were not only thicker than normal but were also complex in their construction. A crystal set in the center of each shaft shone with brilliant light, and it exploded fantastically when it hit its target.

The shadowy visitor ignored these terrifying explosive bolts. A series of blasts engulfed him, but he kept on with perfect indifference. His large frame pierced the clouds of acrid smoke and crashed into the ship’s highest point fist first.

Its frame cracked loudly and shattered into a storm of splinters from top to bottom. In less time than it took to gasp, the cracks spread to the deck and then to the hull. Finally, with an earth-shuddering blast, the Elysian warship snapped in half and erupted in flame.

It wasn’t Skycloud’s biggest warship, but it was still a mighty vessel that was several dozen meters long! Elysian equipment was known for its quality and durability, yet Wolfblade’s henchman cracked it apart with a single punch. 

Hundreds of Dark Atom invaders began the full assault.

They jumped ship a couple hundred meters off the ground, but in contrast to the black-robed man from before, they each had gliders strapped to their backs. From below, it looked like a plague of bats descending on the valley.

Wolfblade pulled the first of his three swords free from its sheath. This one was uniquely constructed, with three blades arranged around a hollow center. It was an exquisite piece but was different from the weapons of the Elysians. Theirs were typically created from jade-like material that was beautiful to behold and were etched with artistically crafted designs.

Wolfblade’s weapon was not a work of art but was highly functional. It was certainly no product of the Elysian lands but neither was it a weapon you could find in the wastelands. 

There was one last possibility. It had to be a weapon of the ancients, found in the ruins of their long-dead civilization.

Wolfblade pressed some lever or switch, and the blades began to rotate. They spun so quickly that it became impossible to differentiate one blade from another, appearing only as a shimmering cylinder. A dazzling light radiated from the hollow center, bright as the wastelands sun. It stretched out fifteen meters towards the sky.

With both hands on the hilt of the sword, Wolfblade heaved it down onto the floating tower. Like a knife through paper, the light cut it right down the center.

With the tower destroyed, the docks were done for.

They’d only remained suspended over the valley thanks to the tower’s mysterious energy. Robbed of this power, the docks – and indeed all the airships attached to them – began to fail. Gravity regained its dominance and started to drag them towards the ground.

Dark Atom’s leader did not pause to enjoy the view. A glider with a pair of portable jets launched Wolfblade forward. He swung his magnificent blade again, this time carving out a one-hundred-meter fissure in the fortress below.

With two swings of his sword, Wolfblade had accomplished staggering feats!

The most important fact to recognize was that Wolfblade was no demon hunter. All of the power at his command did not come from any relic. In other words, all of his incredible accomplishments were due to the might of his weapons, the technology he carried. With them, he could outperform any number of demon hunters.

His assault was more than the Elysians could fathom. How could a mere heathen command such incredible power?

The column of destructive light in Wolfblade’s hand dissipated, and the blades stopped rotating. As was true with many powerful tools, it required tremendous energy to use and a long time to recharge. It was best used to destroy fortified positions and not in protracted engagements.

The Dark Atom had already achieved its goal. In destroying the ivory tower, the Elysian dogs no longer had their warships to protect them. A second blow penetrated the valley’s mighty defenses, giving them a way in.

Wolfblade returned the sword to its sheath. He then drew the second.

This one, like the first, was a product of ancient technology. It wasn’t nearly as dramatic as the first and was merely a high-frequency blade, but it was not to be underestimated. It vibrated at such a frequency that most average relics would be damaged or destroyed with a single blow.

“Advance. Seven minutes twenty seconds remaining.”

“Heheh, plenty of time.”

Buzzard led a contingent of soldiers through the fissure Wolfblade created. They were fast, too fast for the defenders to repel. By the time veterans gathered at the breach, there were several dozen infiltrators already inside. Wolfblade, the black-robed man, and the others began to battle the valley’s few guardians.

Hell’s Army was formidable, far superior to any ragtag wastelands outfit. Yet despite the name, they were not a standard combat outfit with only a thousand or soldiers ready to take up arms. Its three instructors had left with six hundred of those men with the remainder being all that stood between the Dark Atom and control of the valley.

“Elysian dogs! Die!”

One of the invaders was a large man protected beneath a heavy iron vest. A cigar was smoking behind his scruffy beard, and the minigun in his grip screamed as it mowed through the defenders. He laughed maniacally as he swept the gun back and forth. The fires that belched from its barrels shone off his bronze, sweat-drenched skin and made his burly frame shudder with each shot. Though he seemed out of his mind, this half-mad soldier was an expert in the field of control. Round after round was spat from the massive gun, and each one found its mark in a soldier’s head.

An elite marksman like him could single-handedly fight off a whole battalion if he had suitable cover. Not far away from him, an old man faced another group of soldiers. They were closing in while he lazily pulled a vial of some chemical compound from his pockets. He flung it towards his foes with a slingshot.

As the small flask hit the ground, it belched a ball of fire several meters into the air. An area ten meters in diameter was engulfed in flames, melting anyone unfortunate enough to be caught inside.

In addition, the invaders had several strong mutant soldiers among them. Halfway transformed between man and beast, they tore the Elysians apart with teeth and claws.

So it went with countless corpses marking each minor victory.

The Dark Atom boasted many capable warriors even before counting the likes of Wolfblade or his strange black-robed companion. There were all manner of fighters, all with different styles. However, the Elysians did not sit idly and welcome death. After all, they were veteran warriors themselves. Each darted around the battlefield, quick as lightning, piercing through the mutants’ armor with their crossbows. Their weapons fired dozens of bolts in seconds, could punch through armor that would stop a blade, and were as accurate as any rifle.

Intense combat followed.

Suddenly, Wolfblade’s voice rang out through the compound. “The situation has changed! They’ll be back earlier than expected. Prepare to defend!”


88 / Fierce Confrontation


By the time Cloudhawk and the rest of Hell’s Army arrived at the valley, it was a scene of devastation. The docks above had lost their support and were strewn about in piles of burning wreckage. Pieces, even entire ships, tumbled from overhead like a meteor shower. It was like Armageddon all over again.

A thunderous explosion caused the ground to shake.

The punishing assault from Dark Atom’s five airships didn’t stop. They continued to pummel the compound with cannon and gunfire of all sorts. Fires belched all around, vomiting smoke into the bullet-filled air while the defenders tried desperately to hold their positions. From time to time, the stark blue light of a pulse cannon appeared to erase the soldiers holed up in their bunkers.

How did this happen?

In mere minutes, Hell Valley had become a corpse-strewn warzone. Cloudhawk was shocked by what he saw. This new foe was incomparably strong and had highly skilled warriors, excellent equipment, and deadly weapons in spades. Even the formidable enemies gathered by the Caliph of the Sands could not compare.

There was only one organization in the wastelands with the capability and gall to assault the Elysian lands – the Dark Atom.

Cloudhawk was somewhat familiar with the infamous group. To the people of the Elysian lands, they were terrorists and heathens. However, despite those labels, the Dark Atom did have its own system of belief. They followed their own rules. Since Skycloud domain had thus far failed to wipe them out, that proved that the Dark Atom was a tenacious and well-informed opposition group.

Yet, up to now, the most they’d managed was a few terrorist attacks. How were they so brazen to think they could openly assault an established Elysian base?

Cloudhawk stared at the scene, lost in thought, while the others burst into action. The woman instructor raced ahead at a full gallop but made no sound. Then, she leaped off the tips of her toes. Dust dervishes whirled in her wake as she soared into the air, yet strangely, she did not fly so much as continue to walk. Her feet stepped on nothing as though it were solid ground with cyan-colored power rippling from where she tread. In the blink of an eye, she crossed a thousand meters.

He watched her flout the rules of physics like they were nothing!

As he looked closer, though, he saw that the instructor’s high-top boots were the secret. They resonated with the song of a relic, meaning that they must be what was allowing her to run through empty air.

When she reached the battle lines, a delicate bracelet on her wrist began to glow. The unassuming jewelry changed suddenly and stretched into a ten-meter-long cyan-hued whip. High above the din, the instructor reeled back her arm and sent the whip towards her foes as fast as an arrow.

Her target was the madman with the minigun.

The man was a terror, having subdued a large section of the battlefield with sweeping gunfire that was frighteningly accurate. He could lock down a whole area by himself, so the man had to be dealt with quickly. If not, a frontal attack would end in disaster.

The large man was a prodigious Dark Atom fighter and was no mere grunt. He heaved his gun around and directed the rain of bullets towards the woman. While one normally wouldn’t be able to dodge while in midair, it was different for the demon hunter. Walking through the air was as reliable as walking on solid ground thanks to her boots, so she juked and dodged the bullets that came her way. Of course, she couldn’t avoid them all, but those that struck her lodged in the sturdy armor beneath her robes. None managed to do anything beyond causing a bruise.

The whip screamed through the air.

At the last second, Wolfblade leaped between them. He hacked at her ethereal whip to keep it from striking his soldier. It worked, but when the instructor saw that her blow was deflected, she flicked her wrist and caused her relic weapon to wrap around Wolfblade’s sword.

This terrorist leader’s particle blade was a frightening piece of technology. It would have sliced clean through a normal whip.

The woman displayed her worth as one of the valley’s instructors, battling for supremacy against the Dark Atom’s leader. Where her whip and Wolfblade’s sword touched, they crackled and screeched in protest. But, the high-frequency sword could not cut through the mystical whip. Both of them pulled with muscles bulging, trying to force the weapon from the other’s hand or draw the other close. But, they were equally matched. Neither could make the other budge.

Instructor Cutter jumped into the mix. His savage blade whistled through the air.

Wolfblade slid to the side, putting his entangled blade between himself and Cutter. The swords met amidst a shower of sparks. In that instant, the female instructor saw her opportunity and pulled just enough to throw Wolfblade off balance.

Cutter disengaged and then moved in for a second strike in one fluid movement. With his enemy’s guard broken, he lashed out with the ferocity of a tiger. His second attack was even stronger than the first.

The first strike was a feint. This blow was his coup de grace!

Yet, just as it appeared that Wolfblade’s reign of terror might end, the mysterious black-robed stranger swept in and knocked the huge sword aside with his raised arm. How could Cutter’s enormous weapon be so easily deflected? He’d only managed to tear the man’s robes, which revealed a glint of silver underneath. Not a scratch was left behind.

Cutter pulled his sword back, ending his attack and dashing to the side.

His tactical retreat was well-planned, for right behind him was a steel-encased figure charging forward like a moving castle. The energy coursing through the relic armor encased him in a searing orb that made the armor glow red-hot.

His hefty armor didn’t impede the instructor’s speed in the least. He moved so quickly that his steel-encased frame became a burning ball of light. Everything he passed was instantly burnt to cinders. His target was also obviously Wolfblade and his mysterious protector.

Faster and fast he moved, coming down on them like a screaming freight train!

While the female instructor kept Wolfblade’s weapon tied up with her own, she raised the first finger of her left hand. A turquoise ring glimmered against her skin and summoned four identical blades made of wind. They were attached at the center like a bladed boomerang.

She flicked her wrist and sent the ethereal weapon flying.

In an instant, it broke the sound barrier, emitting a sonic boom!

When it began its flight, the boomerang was only about the size of her palm. However, the further it traveled, the bigger it grew until it was a full meter across. It sliced soldiers in its path in half at the waist, leaving a wake of spurting blood and jumbled innards. A swath of the battlefield was cut down. A streak of crimson red marked its passage. Meanwhile, the armored instructor was bearing down on Wolfblade with indomitable momentum.

It was an attack from two angles, a two-pronged assault!

Cloudhawk was dazzled by the skill. It made his blood boil. Were it him on the receiving end, he would have been immediately overtaken. This was the capability of true demon hunters – these were real warriors!

The black-robed man threw open his arms and lunged forth to meet the armored instructor. It seemed insane considering how frightening an impact with this armored bull would be. There had to be no more than a handful of people who would dare attempt it.

What was the difference between standing before the armored instructor and embracing death? The demon hunter’s powers were gathered up, focused to perfection as he rammed directly into the robed man’s body. Let this bold defender first be smashed to pieces, he thought. Then, he would bury the Dark Atom’s leader in the dirt!

Like a meteor striking the earth, the two collided. The force of their impact blew a fan-shaped crater into the ground behind them and knocked anyone too close off their feet.

The man in black did not, as expected, break into mangled pieces. Right at the moment of impact, he wrapped his arms around the armored instructor. A smoking trench was left behind as both men were thrown a dozen meters forward.

The woman’s bladed boomerang kept coming and arrived at almost the same moment. While it was more than capable of cutting Wolfblade cleanly in two, the bandaged leader made no attempt to move. From the sheath on his back, his third and final blade shot out of its own accord. It glimmered with a strange light as though it possessed its own intelligence. It met the boomerang head on.

The two weapons clashed. Both were knocked aside.

Guided by the will of the demon hunter, her boomerang recalibrated its arc and swung back around for another pass. However, Wolfblade’s living sword recognized that the danger was still present and came to his defense once again.

So far, no one had a clear advantage.

After the collision with the armored instructor, the black-robed man’s clothing had been reduced to cinders. He was revealed to the world, and his natural form shocked not just the Elysians but Cloudhawk as well.

There were creatures like this wandering the world? Unthinkable!

The man’s body consisted of metal from head to toe. No natural process had created this thing. There wasn’t a single stitch of flesh on him. His “eyes” – though no real eyes could be seen – were merely dual points of red light.

This was no living man. It was a metal golem! Was this freak created from ancient technology?

What happened in the past that turned this world into a smoldering wreck? Why did the demons come to tear apart the world of men? Was it not because the ancients were too greedy in their thirst for power? In their desire to shed the yoke of greater beings, they pursued strength, strength enough to determine their own destinies. In the end, the destruction they brought upon themselves was worse than servitude.

The metal man placed his hand against the armored instructor’s chest. 

Bang!

A pulse of electric power burst from his palm. The impact cast his enemy away like a popped balloon. Metal screeched and clattered when he hit the ground several meters away. Thankfully, his relic armor was very strong. It had to be for him to ram into people shoulder first. The concussive pulse didn’t hurt him at all.

Cutter leaped over him and charged at the man. His huge sword glinted in the firelight as he hacked with it, striking the golem’s head, neck, shoulders, chest, and legs. The instructor’s attack screeched and left behind a number of scrapes but left not one real sign of damage.

The metal man lazily lifted his hand, and blue light gathered in his palm. Cutter hastily held his sword before him to deflect what was coming. When the pulse struck, it flung him away like a ragdoll.

The woman’s windblade boomerang returned to her, mission incomplete. She and her target stepped back from one another. 

Wolfblade’s bandaged arm was raised. In his right hand, the deadly particle blade hummed, while the sword of electric light slithered protectively around him like a viper poised to strike at any moment. The metal man returned to his side like a loyal guardian. He was well protected by an exquisite entourage. 

Across from him, the woman stood in midair with the cyan whip in her left hand and the windblade boomerang hovering above the other. Instructor Cutter and the armored man flanked her on either side, clearly ready for another round.

Both sides were too fast. There was no time for spectators, much less the participants, to take a pause.

Cloudhawk noticed that the bandages covering Wolfblade were a strange sort of old technology. Facing off against the demon hunter, it represented the conflict between old-world technology and new-age faith. He knew well the power of relics, but he’d also witnessed firsthand what high technology was capable of.

Other members of Dark Atom gathered around. Pretty soon, several hundred soldiers were awaiting orders.

Meanwhile, Cloudhawk cowered away. He was badly wounded, mentally drained, and physically weak. A fight like this was gonna be messy. It wasn’t some outpost scuffle. Both sides were powerful and well-matched. If Cloudhawk had his way, both sides would wipe each other out. If either one or the other won, he’d be stuck in the same shitty situation.


89 / Conscripted Cannon Fodder


What does the ebb and flow of the world have to do with me? The honor or disgrace of Skycloud domain is none of my business. To Cloudhawk, there wasn’t much difference between the Dark Atom and Skycloud. Neither of them was worth shit in his opinion. They’d do the world a favor by destroying each other.

Cloudhawk was looking for a rock to hide behind when a gruff and familiar voice shouted at him, “What the fuck are you doing over there hiding?!”

Cloudhawk cursed under his breath as he looked up. It was none other than the surly assistant who threatened to make him intimately familiar with his club. Right now, he was suited up like a soldier, encased from head to toe in Elysian armor. He’d traded his cudgel for a large axe and stood towering like an immovable wall.

Cloudhawk’s reaction was to clutch his chest and flop dramatically to one side. With eyes half-lidded, he moaned to his abuser, “I’m all messed up. They shot me with a bunch of arrows and cut me with swords. I’m sure there’s some organ damage. I think I’m dying. I’d just hold you all back. But, even though I can’t kill these dogs together with you, you have my emotional support.”

“You dipshit coward!” The training assistant yanked Cloudhawk back up onto his feet like a bear effortlessly picking up a chimp. “It’s all hands, scrub. If you’re gonna die, you’ll do it on the front lines. You’re with my team.”

“I don’t think that’s gonna work for me.”

“You take one more step away, and I’ll cut you down as a deserter!”

He flung a vial of medicine and a crossbow at the scrawny wastelander. Cloudhawk bemoaned his rotten luck. How was any of this his goddamn problem? He wasn’t a soldier or a demon hunter. Wasn’t his relationship with the Dark Atom shitty enough as it was? If he killed more of them now, they’d hunt him to the ends of the earth.

But, this guy wasn’t screwin’ around.

Making a run for it didn’t seem like a viable option. Even if the assistant didn’t just cut his head off for deserting, he’d probably be captured and brought back to Skycloud to face trial as a deserter and blasphemer. A trial would mean only one of two things for him. If he refused to admit guilt, they’d burn him as a blasphemer. If he admitted wrongdoing, they’d burn him as punishment.

He was screwed either way.

When fate chose to screw with you, even a fart would curse you with anal fissures. Cloudhawk was sure that no matter how bad the valley was, it couldn’t be worse than living in the wastelands. Then came Butcher, and Gabriel, and Drake, and Claudia. Then, the Blight-Tooth clan. How much more shit could he step in?

Above all else, staying alive was his priority. But, it was what it was, he thought – there was no time for self-pity.

He bitterly pulled the cork from the vial of medicine and downed its contents. It was one of those refined brews from the Elysian lands, quick and effective. It also served as a stimulant to keep warriors on their feet, so Cloudhawk suddenly felt the exhaustion drain from him and his vitality return. Even his mental energies recovered a little.

All at once, Cloudhawk found himself in the uncomfortable position of being conscripted into a defense force. The battle lines had engaged, and both sides were locked in fierce combat.

All the while, the three giants of Hell Valley were engaging Wolfblade in battle. Spectacular and terrifying were the only words that could define their clash. In a flash, it became a fierce test of skill and strength during which their stalemate could break at any moment.

Cloudhawk hefted the weighty crossbow and trudged after his team to join the fight.

This fight was going to be a nasty one – an all-out confrontation.

Instructor Cutter dragged his eyes over the devastated battlefield. Little by little, his scarred face darkened into a scowl, making it all the more terrible to behold. “These fuckin’ rats scurrying around in the shadows! Well, now they skulk out into the open. They’ve gotta be bored of livin’!”

Wolfblade had carefully planned this operation. It was simple, but simple had its benefits. Where he failed was in considering all possibilities. Of course, he couldn’t know Cloudhawk would kill the Blight-Tooth leader and send the rest of the Clan into disarray. Without leadership, the huge disparity in strength between the natives and Hell’s Army only widened. The Elysians were able to quickly mop up and head back far faster than Wolfblade had anticipated.

But, that didn’t matter. Nothing ever went exactly according to plan.

Wolfblade and his people had already managed to punch through the valley’s defenses. They’d also robbed them of their warships. Even with the three instructors on the battlefield, victory wasn’t out of reach.

“Natessa Windham, Dumont Cenhelm, and Eckard Cutter.” [1] Wolfblade’s scratchy, uncomfortable voice hissed from behind the bandages. Speaking with him was not like facing a man but a mummy. “The three ‘giants’ of this tiny outpost surpass my expectations. You know, I hear that your Master Arcturus is nearly invincible. I’m curious to learn the truth of that for myself.”

Natessa remained as cool and aloof as the clouds above. “You aren’t even worthy of speaking his name.”

Where there was light, there was always shadow. There was no secret organization hiding in Skycloud domain that was more insidious and powerful than the Dark Atom.

There were limits to that power, of course. From its inception to the present day, the Dark Atom had existed for seventy years. In that time, they went through many leaders. Their history and the past that brought them to this point were extraordinary, but they never had the might required to face the Elysians directly. This was especially true once Arcturus Cloude took the reins.

Over the years, the worst the Dark Atom could manage was small-scale terrorist attacks: attacks on infrastructure, hit squads, and so forth. Attacking the root cause of their hatred was never an option.

Be that as it may, the hearts of its members beat ever fervently for the day they could overthrow Skycloud.

Much to the consternation of the Elysians, they were never able to completely eradicate these terrorists. Like weeds, you could cut them down, and they would just sprout up somewhere else. Their structure was secretive and far-reaching, and whatever methods the Elysians used – including undercover agents – all failed. They’d never been able to strike a decisive blow at the heart of the organization.

Wolfblade was Dark Atom’s third leader. He’d maintained control over its forces for over a decade already. No one had ever seen his true face, which led many to suspect that “Wolfblade” was just a title. “He” might, in fact, be “they”, a group of people sharing the same name. Still others thought that Wolfblade wasn’t a real person at all, just a figurehead the organization propped up to keep its enemies guessing. 

For the first time, Wolfblade appeared in person on the battlefield.

Although the leaders of Hell’s Army had never seen Wolfblade, there was a fair amount of intelligence on his lieutenants. Most of them were here along with the vast majority of the Dark Atom’s forces. Who else but Wolfblade could lead such a large force? 

For the first time, the Dark Atom’s leader had shown what passed for his face. It was an important moment!

If he was slain here, not only would the valley’s failed defense be forgiven, they might even get commendations from the Temple. Who’s to say the gods themselves wouldn’t shower them with blessings? Who wouldn’t want to pursue such glory?

The female instructor, Natessa Windham, looked out across the battle. “Remember, their target is the compound.”

The armored instructor, Dumont Cenhelm, and the scarred masochist, Eckard Cutter, felt their hearts beating wildly in their chests. They, too, looked out over the besieged outpost and saw the enormous damage their enemies had caused. Their commander was right. The Dark Atom had taken an incredible risk in order to take this place.

That meant they were ultimately after… this was bad!

All three of the instructors scowled menacingly.

It was one of the most well-kept secrets of Hell Valley, sealed here for safe keeping and stricken from any records. How did the Dark Atom know? However, that didn’t matter now. They were here, and they couldn’t be allowed to get their hands on it!

Natessa called upon her psychic energies and let them spread. Her windblade boomerang sprang back into action, infused with even more power than before. The cyan-hued blades sprouting from it were thicker and sturdier. Spinning rapidly through the air, their keen edges were almost palpable from a distance – in fact, it was lethal up within a five-meter radius from its center. If it tore through an army battalion, the resulting carnage would be unsettling to imagine. Nothing would be left but mangled bodies.

“Go!”

Natessa urged her relic weapon towards Wolfblade. It spun wildly, changing direction and trajectories from one instant to the next. What’s more, the blades split: one became two, and two became four. Attacks came from all sides, never in a straight line, like four bloodthirsty swallows. They swirled around Wolfblade, penning him in with deadly cyclones.

As they closed in, Wolfblade could already feel their cutting energy rip at his clothes. Without a hint of concern, he reached up to remove the strip of cloth covering his eyes. The left eye was revealed and looked no different from a normal person’s other than the dangerous glint that shone within.

All at once, the erratic movements of the spinning blades became perfectly clear to him.

Wolfblade’s eye couldn’t see in the traditional sense. Instead, it gathered all manner of information like speed and trajectory and conveyed it to his brain. It allowed him to instantly see through feints and determine all the details of an attack coming his way. Using split-second planning and all the data collected, he was able to formulate the perfect counter.

The floating sword of electric light began to move. It cut an opening through the spinning boomerangs.

Meanwhile, the metal guardian also went on the offensive. He spread his arms, and a shockwave erupted from each palm. When it clashed with the cyclones of wind energy, Natessa’s whirling prison was weakened. Wolfblade jumped up, swinging his particle blade and catching one of the windblades in its center. The gathered psychic energy shattered like it was made from glass.

The muscled man with the minigun who Natessa had tried to kill stepped forward. “Demon hunter bitch! Come see what grandpa’s gun can do!”

The man’s multi-barreled weapon was handcrafted by the Dark Atom. It took over a year to complete, and each bullet was specially made with unique gunpowder and casing. They were about the size of a finger, and anywhere they hit was turned into a mutilated cavity.

Natessa couldn’t avoid them all, nor could she survive a direct hit. The large man’s intention was to distract her from the attack on Wolfblade, but she would not play his game. She continued to manipulate her relic to aim at the Dark Atom’s leader. She stamped her foot, and the air below her erupted like a geyser, shooting her into the air and above the man’s gunfire.

“Charge! Kill them all!” Cutter howled over the din. “Cut your way into the compound. Don’t let them in!”

Two of the instructors, their assistants, and a few hundred soldiers answered with a raucous cry and thunderous footsteps.

1. Wouldn’t it be nice if we were all given names that fit so perfectly with our future selves? Did Cutter’s parents know he was gonna be a knife freak, or did they have to breed it into him? Should I call my first child Doctorperson Moneybags to seal their destiny?


90 / The Cryptic Call


Natessa kept the pressure on Wolfblade. Her cyan whip whistled through the air, so fast that all one could see were afterimages – a hundred vicious vipers vying for the first bite. As the blows continued to rain down on him, Wolfblade deflected each one with his sword. Their stalemate continued.

The special properties of wind were speed and translucency.

She was a battle-hardened demon hunter specializing in the wind element and was stronger than even Dawn Polaris. Her mystical whip switched seamlessly from long to short, hard to soft, making every attack different. Her approach was different each time, unpredictable. 

Wolfblade, on the other hand, was a meticulous tactician more precise than a computer. He could ascertain the most perfect result from even the crudest data. His electric photon sword crackled around him like a protective snake, while the particle blade cut apart the very atoms in the air.

The other two instructors charged towards the compound’s breach with assistants in tow.

Of course, the Dark Atom invaders weren’t going to stand idly by. The large man with the minigun, who had moments before tried to shoot several dozen holes in Natessa, changed targets. Suddenly, a stream of hundreds to thousands of bullets came tearing through the air towards the encroaching Elysian soldiers. The sight almost made Cloudhawk’s head bulge out of his skull. Looking at the press of soldiers on either side, he cursed under his breath. There was nowhere to go.

What a fuckin’ joke! All the rest of these assholes had shields or at the very least, thick armor.

As for Cloudhawk? He had a paper-thin beggar’s uniform. He looked like a fool charging in with nothing but a crossbow between him and a wall of bullets. He stuck out from the crowd like a sore thumb. Without any sort of protection, he was the very definition of cannon fodder. They were sending him to his death!

The flood of gunfire came pouring down, and at that moment, Oddball stuck its fluffy head out of Cloudhawk’s clothes.

He knew that high-level control metahumans were capable of using all sorts of weapons, which was especially evident with long-range tools. Hellflower had been the best example that he’d seen, a real weapons master. The guy Cloudhawk was blindly charging at now was at least her equal, maybe even a little better. Even though his gun was spitting out bullets faster than he could spit out foul words, each was exactly placed. Not a single one was wasted.

The veterans dropped their heads and raised their shields, but Elysian steel couldn’t protect every inch of them. Tenacious as their armor was, it couldn’t survive more than three bullets. They started to drop like flies.

Cloudhawk slowed down until he was at the back of the group. Sadly, the gunner was eager to share his deadly gifts evenly. Any target that stuck his head out had a bullet or six aimed his way. They were faster than shots from a handgun, so Cloudhawk’s keen eyes couldn’t tell exactly where they were going. He had to rely on his danger sense to guide him.

His one blessing was the crowd of soldiers standing between him and the bullets.

With such a large target, the gunner’s fire wasn’t especially concentrated. Cloudhawk was thankful for that fact because otherwise, he wouldn’t have survived more than a few seconds. It sure was no picnic, though, because the Dark Atom had more than just the one crazy shooter. There were maybe twenty more marksmen of all sorts, each one a far sight more dangerous than any wastelander sniper.

One of them was a grimy-looking old man with a slingshot-type weapon. He used it to fling several vials of green chemicals towards them. However, these veterans were not your typical grunts. They fired back with their crossbows and shot the vials out of the air.

Then, the unexpected happened.

As the vials burst, their contents were released and burst into flames as they came into contact with the air. Instead of the red and orange one might expect, whatever foul concoction this was burned with a ghastly green. The ethereal flames tumbled down from on high.

A ball of fire caught one of the veterans in the face. Nerves that survived any number of grievous wounds shut down as his skin melted off his bones. He clutched at his ruined face and fell screaming as the fire spread. Even when he was burned black, it kept burning.

Whatever was in this hellish stuff was a mystery, but all it had to do was touch skin and that would be enough. No conventional methods put these fires out, and that terrified them. However, the other soldiers kept their heads and kept themselves hidden behind shields and armor. So long as the flames didn’t touch skin, they were fine. They extinguished quickly against inorganic material. Most of the soldiers only had their faces to worry about, but not Cloudhawk. He danced through the rain of fire like a half-wit.

Dumont was the tip of the suicidal spear and attracted most of the gunfire. The gunner pummeled him, but bullets that could punch through steel and iron didn’t even leave a mark on the walking fortress.

Nearby, one of the Dark Atom soldiers fired a cannon in their direction.

Dumont took the blast head-on and, to everyone’s amazement, neither the cannon shot nor the explosion it caused even slowed him down. His armor was unyielding. None of their attacks even made him bat an eye.

Instructor Cutter was right behind him like a shadow, mimicking his every move. Dumont soaked up the gunfire until they were close enough for Cutter to leap out from behind. He planted his legs on his fellow instructor and jumped, sword flashing. He came crashing down on the enemy like a tidal wave.

A flash of silver. Two metal arms rose to ward off Cutter’s blow.

He stopped dead in his tracks with his sword caught between the golem’s arms. The freak’s hands stretched out, one towards Cutter and the other towards Dumont. Crackling blue light gathered in his palms as the two men took defensive postures.

Boom-boom! Two bursts, one after the other. Both men staggered back half a step.

The metal golem was a mystery. No one knew how it was controlled. There didn’t seem to be any seams in its construction, which left no room for flame or water to slip through, much less a sword. It was fast and strong… maybe even more than both the instructors could handle together.

Cutter shouted another order to his troops, “Leave this fucknut to us! Press the attack!”

The Dark Atom invaders and Hell’s Army clashed in all-out war. Cloudhawk pointed his heavy crossbow towards the enemy and pulled the trigger. A spray of bolts and the hiss of compressed air followed. Shoo-shoo-shoo-shoo-shoo! One of them caught an unsuspecting Dark Atom agent.

It was the first time Cloudhawk used a weapon like this, but he managed to control it well. It wasn’t hard for him to figure out how it worked.

Military-issue crossbows like these had just as much stopping power as the firearms he was used to. They used compressed air to fire bolts at high speeds and a precision quiver that fed bolts into the firing mechanism automatically. A standard quiver held fifty arrows, enough for a minute of continuous fire. Its wastelander equivalents were either hand-loaded or semi-automatic, so they couldn’t compare with even this sort of standard Elysian equipment. What’s more, unlike a gun, it was quiet when fired and could accommodate different types of bolts. These bolts could be switched out for others more suitable to a particular enemy, making the crossbow a versatile choice.

No wonder Elysians looked down on wastelander firearms. Weapons like the big man’s minigun were few and far between.

The three commanders kept the enemy’s strongest members busy. Meanwhile, their assistants were each as capable as any Dark Atom elite. Man for man, both sides were about evenly matched although the soldiers of Hell’s Army were superior to the terrorist grunts. They had a clear advantage now that they were fighting face to face.

Cloudhawk didn’t hurry to sing their praises. 

Suddenly, a shadow crept over him. He lifted his head, and a bitter grin spread across his face. How could he forget? The lumbering black bodies of the Dark Atom’s airships hung above them. Each one was laden with machine gun turrets and missile launchers. One of them even had a pulse cannon, technology a modern man couldn’t even begin to grasp.

BOOM!

A piercing column of blue light split the sky. A dozen or more Elysian soldiers were splattered against the walls like gruesome paint. What wasn’t instantly disintegrated smoldered on the ground in piles of slag.

Cloudhawk had never witnessed such a weapon of mass destruction before. He recognized that it was similar to the shots from the golem’s hands but on a much larger scale. Maybe they were dug up from the same pit. Cloudhawk noted that since the start of the fight, it’d only been used a couple of times. This proved that it couldn’t be fired continuously or often. Hopefully, there was enough of a cooldown for him to get the fuck outta dodge.

“Alright, team one. We’ll keep you covered while you get into the compound!”

Several of the higher ranking soldiers had already gotten the doors open. Most of the several hundred soldiers in Hell’s Army were busy with the Dark Atom, leaving only a few dozen left to deal with the compound’s interior. Cloudhawk was one of them. Of course, he wasn’t eager to foil the invaders’ nefarious plot. He just figured most of the fighting was going on outside, not to mention those damn airships that were just waiting to pick him off. It sure seemed like being inside the compound was the safer option.

He stepped inside and then froze.

He felt it like a cold knife running along his spine. Something wasn’t right. A faint sound came from somewhere to the side, wriggling through space and time from someplace unknown. It was calling him. The phase stone burned against his chest.

What… what was it? There were secrets hidden here, secrets that somehow involved Cloudhawk – or more specifically, the stone that hung around his neck.

If that was true, he had to find out what it was no matter the risk.


91 / An Explosive Trap


Cloudhawk could feel that the battle was raging white-hot around him. The pulse of it beat faster. Even hidden in this building, he could feel the ground quiver beneath his feet as soldiers took each other’s lives just a few feet away. Dust which had been dislodged from the quaking filtered through the light, and at this moment, Cloudhawk rejoiced. The mightiest soldiers of both sides were busily killing each other outside, meaning it was ultimately safer in here.

He lifted his head and saw the devastation from within the compound from the light seeping from the fissure in its roof. 

The building wasn’t large in scale but was marked by the luxuries of all things Elysian. However, as a military installation, it had a severe sort of grandeur. It was dignified and unassailable. The doors and windows were framed in rhomboid engravings in white stone. Crystal, agate pebbles and morganite flecks were inlaid in the jadeite walls to create beautiful floral murals. Alcoves set between vaulted arches within the walls were home to a number of godly icons.

This was an advance military outpost. Did they usually spend so much effort to make even their military bases this beautiful? 

Elysians were an impossibly stuffy breed.

The towering ceiling had been cleaved open by Wolfblade’s earlier assault. The hundred-meter long gash stretched beyond the roof and had even managed to slice clean through several floors of the compound. Everything in the beam’s path had been cut cleanly, whether it was thick columns or the smooth stone floor. 

The edges of the fissure radiated an intense heat that had yet to dissipate. Cloudhawk could imagine the sort of power such an attack would need to be capable of cutting a building open like this. With such capabilities in hand, it was no wonder the Dark Atom thought they were worthy of attacking Hell Valley.

Cloudhawk followed the other soldiers as they ran down the hall. Magic lamps sparked to life in their wake until the wide passage was bathed in their gentle, beautiful glow… but of course, that was now marred by the giant gash in the walls.

The leader of their small team was the same fiend who forced Cloudhawk to join the campaign in the first place. He spoke to the others in a low voice, “The item we need to protect is up ahead. Remember, this thing is extremely important. We cannot, under any circumstances, let the heathens get their hands on it.”

One of the soldiers couldn’t hold back his curiosity. “What is it? Is it worth all this trouble the Dark Atom is going through?”

The assistant shook his head. “Only the three instructors know what it is, but I hear it’s an ancient artifact from the time of the Great War. It is something cursed that was put here for the time being for protection before it’s destroyed. They didn’t think it would bring the blasphemers knocking down our door.”

Cloudhawk kept to the back of the group but heard their exchange. So, that was the reason the Dark Atom crept out from under their rock. It looked like Hell Valley had something serious hidden here. He was sure that it was the same thing he sensed when he first walked in. He wanted to know more, but even in top condition with all his relics, he wouldn’t be able to contend with all these soldiers. 

Enticing as this mysterious item was, it wasn’t more important than trying to think up a way to survive this encounter. After all, whatever this thing might be worth, it wasn’t worth more than his life.

“We’re almost there!”

The hall began to slant downward until it ultimately ended at an ancient bronze door. Whatever it was the Dark Atom was after, it was on the other side. It was strange, though. They’d gotten here much earlier than Hell’s Army, yet there were no signs the Dark Atom had reached this door. They hadn’t encountered a single soul.

It was a fact Cloudhawk found unsettling. Their team leader also seemed nervous. Everyone started looking around, on alert for a sneak attack.

Perched on his shoulder, Oddball chirped softly, drawing Cloudhawk’s attention. His eyes caught something strange behind the legs of one of the statues set against the wall. It looked like a stone had been removed and something was placed inside before it was hastily covered again.

Cloudhawk pointed. “What is that?”

One of the soldiers hustled over and pulled the stone away. What he revealed was a strange contraption with a dozen or so multicolored test tubes strapped together. A complicated mess of circuits was wrapped around it in crude wastelander style. A tiny light blinked on its surface with a steady rhythm.

A creeping dread came over Cloudhawk as he looked further down the hall. There were at least another dozen or so such devices hidden in the walls surrounding them. The frightening reality came clawing through his mind. These were –

“Shit!”

The instant Cloudhawk voiced the curse, those blinking lights sped up. Whatever was in those test tubes started to mix together and begin their chain reactions. Heat and light poured from them.

For a moment, time seemed to stand still.

Cloudhawk’s pupils contracted as ten simultaneous sparks flared to life. It wasn’t an explosion. It was more like flood gates bursting. Waves of gum-like fire swallowed them up from every angle. The world descended into a burning madness like hell had come to claim them.

There was nowhere to hide. It was a trap!

Everyone hit the ground, pressing themselves against the cold stone while the fires roared above them. The masterful statues of the gods crumbled into rubble and came crashing down like the world was coming apart. A number of soldiers were crushed beneath the debris.

Cloudhawk was blown back half a dozen meters and slammed into the door. He hit the ground, dazed. An avalanche of fractured stone followed to bury him beneath their crushing weight. What happened afterward was lost. Everything went dark.

A few minutes later…

Cloudhawk regained consciousness. His ashen face sputtered up from the rubble, blood leaking from his burst eardrums. He couldn’t hear much of anything. His clothes had been burned to cinders, and scorch marks covered his entire body. The flames had even burned away most of his hair.

That trap was like a nightmare!

Cloudhawk blinked through his double vision at the ruins that were left. Everything was on fire, and an acrid smoke turned the air to poison. The blow to his head made Cloudhawk dizzy, and he felt like throwing up. He hurt all over like he’d been flayed, dipped in oil, and then deep fried.

Yet, to everyone’s great surprise, most of the soldiers were clambering their way out from beneath the rubble.

Although they each sported a number of wounds, the soldiers stumbled to their feet with weapons in hand. They were still ready to fight and die even after surviving a cataclysm of fire. Cloudhawk decided it was time to get up, and so he tried to push a chunk of rubble off of him. He discovered it was much heavier than he expected, and his legs were also pinned. He was too weak to get out from under it.

The team leader prowled the rubble wide-eyed with his axe in hand. His helmet had been blown away somewhere, and blood dripped from several wounds in his head. Figures could be faintly seen through the smog when suddenly, there came a series of blasts. Bang, bang! The assistant jerked as eight or nine bullets slammed into him. One caught him in the head.

The tough Elysian armor deflected the other bullets. As for the bullet to his skull, it glanced off and left him with a nasty gash but nothing more. A tempered veteran like him had bones like iron. Ordinary weapons weren’t going to put him down. The series of gunshots knocked him back several paces, and in the space between, their attackers jumped in to finish them off.

They whipped around the team leader, throwing iron hooks that caught on his armor. Round and round they went until thick chains held him fast. 

He flexed his muscles against the bindings, and they snapped, sending shrapnel in all directions. The assistant instructor then held his axe high and charged at his foes. The first swing split one man’s skull. A second cut most of the way through a second man’s waist.

Cloudhawk watched in shock and alarm. This guy had more than a few tricks up his sleeves.

Cloudhawk suspected it when he’d almost knocked him silly with the cudgel, but seeing him stand valiantly against the Dark Atom proved he was much stronger than Cloudhawk figured. He hoped it would be enough to keep the attackers off him.

However, another target presented itself in the midst of their struggle.

The veteran was in a berserker rage and gave no thought before lashing out at his enemies. He heaved his battle axe as easily as a dagger towards the next foe, but it was stopped by a mechanical arm. It was some sort of prosthetic, four times thicker than any normal limb and attached to the man at his shoulder. He engaged some mechanism, and a shield popped out from the false limb.

The screech of metal on metal rang through the hall. This was the first enemy they’d faced who could stand against the team leader’s axe.

The arm was more complex than even that, however, for as he deflected the veteran’s axe, a gun barrel jutted from his palm. The veteran hastily put his axe between himself and the stream of gunfire that followed. Still, four or five struck him in the chest, fracturing his armor and knocking him backwards.

A particularly quick shadow raced through the smoke and fire. Keen eyes glinted in the harsh light, and through brief glimpses, Cloudhawk could see a hook-shaped nose. He reached for the team leader with claw-like fingers, as fast as a tempest and as fierce as a thunderbolt. While the veteran was busy, he swept past and opened his throat from ear to ear. A deluge of hot, dark blood poured forth.

“You…”

The assistant swayed on unsteady feet and tried to talk but could only manage strained gurgles. Still, he brandished his battle axe to keep up the fight, but the one with the mechanical arm followed up with another burst of gunfire. Every one of them hit him in the end until one exploded through his eyeball and into his brain.

This doughty warrior’s war against the Dark Atom ended here. The others kept up the struggle, but the bomb had done considerable damage. Strong as they were, they couldn’t stand against the tide of enemies.

The battle had taken a turn towards disaster.

Cloudhawk watched in helpless fear when a stalwart figure emerged from the smoke. He had to be two meters tall and was big enough to fit four Cloudhawks. One fist was bigger than Cloudhawk’s whole head. His dark skin was as tough as leather, and bony protrusions jutted out along his arms and shoulders. Obviously, this one was a mutant.

The Dark Atom had quite a lot of formidable mutants like this one.

Cloudhawk watched the man walk towards him with wide eyes. He raised the crossbow he’d somehow managed to hold onto, ready to fire a volley of bolts into the freak’s guts. He pulled the trigger, and a stream of arrows belched at his foe. But, the mutant didn’t even give them a passing thought. He raised his enormous fist, ready to smash Cloudhawk into paste.


92 / The Skull


Cloudhawk had only started to recover, but another life-threatening danger was already coming his way. That couldn’t be permitted. His eyes turned red with bloodshot, nearly bulging from his head. A power from deep inside him burst out, and he shot to his feet. He flung the several-ton slab of rock at his attacker.

At the same moment, Cloudhawk threw his crossbow aside and lunged at the large man with his bare fists.

The hulking man roared like a beast and delivered a thunderous punch at the stone tumbling his way. He shattered it into pieces and then met Cloudhawk’s fist on the other side. When the two men collided, the shards of rock suspended in the air were blasted away.

The mutant’s strength was nothing short of amazing. Punching through the stone slab hadn’t slowed him down or weakened his punch in the least. Cloudhawk was engulfed in a tide of concussive force that shook every bone in his body and made him numb. His body slammed against the door once again as he was thrown back.

An ugly, twisted sneer tugged at the mutant’s lips. It was a mocking sneer for the little man who thought he could stand toe-to-toe with him. His skinny arms and twig-like legs weren’t worthy of his overconfidence.

Cloudhawk clutched his shoulder, his face pale.

This guy was just a Dark Atom soldier, albeit one of their crack troops. Still, the difference in strength between them was too big. If he had his relics, Cloudhawk maybe would have stood a chance. However, wishing wouldn’t make it so. His enemy’s attacks were crushing – clumsy and slow but strong enough to punch a hole right through him.

Typically, Cloudhawk would use superior speed to take pot shots, but his legs were injured when the hall collapsed. Anyway, a protracted battle wasn’t going to work in his favor in this situation. Who knew how many more Dark Atom fighters were on their way? He and the Elysians were on the back foot. They weren’t going to be able to hold out for long.

He had to think of a way to escape. If he didn’t, he would be left to rot here.

All escapes routes were blocked off by Wolfblade and his people. He had to think of something else. He wracked his mind for an answer, but that disquieting call kept whispering to him, making it hard to think. It was coming from behind him from the other side of the thick bronze doors. It was in there somewhere. It had to be, and it could help him. Escape would mean getting his hands on… whatever it was.

There was no other choice. He had to just go for it.

The burly mutant wasn’t interested in giving Cloudhawk time to ponder the end of his days. He stooped over and wrapped his arms around a section of the fallen column. He heaved, swinging it around in a semicircle and then releasing it right at him. He charged after the rubble with a roar. The ground cracked beneath the force of his stamping feet.

Cloudhawk threw his hands in front of him for protection, not that it would do anything – the impact would liquefy the bones in his arms.

The mutant’s sheer force was beyond what any typical man could fathom. He wanted to smash Cloudhawk against the door with that column, an act which would certainly smash the scrawny man flat. Cloudhawk knew he couldn’t protect himself, so he used the last of his mental energies and called on the phase stone. Its mystical field immediately covered him, protecting him from the outside world.

Time was crucial. The instant the stone’s power awakened, Cloudhawk struggled against the door to try and push his way through. He was met with stiff resistance. It was a thick and intractable barrier, but Cloudhawk knew deep down that this was his last chance. Either he got through, or it was the end.

So he gritted his teeth, focused his psychic power, and funneled it through the stone. Its field instantly strengthened, and he managed to squeeze through. He popped out on the other side.

BOOM!

The door and its whole frame shook as something enormous slammed into it. Cloudhawk could hear the column exploding into pieces just where he’d been lying. The freak’s sheer power was never in doubt.

He had squeaked through and survived by the skin of his teeth. 

I’ll remember you, ugly. One day, you’ll get what you deserve.

Cloudhawk struggled back onto his feet. A little blob of yellow popped out of his clothes.

“Hey, lil guy. You doin’ alright?”

Oddball offered a chirp of reassurance and perched on his shoulder. It looked fine, just a little shaken. Cloudhawk couldn’t blame it. They had both almost been killed after all. He didn’t know how the pudgy little thing was so tough though he was thankful for it. Those feathers looked frail, but they weren’t even scorched from the explosions. His friend was a real survivor.

No time to waste. I’ve gotta keep going.

Cloudhawk hobbled around to begin searching for the source of the call. Then, everything suddenly disappeared. There was no longer a door, no longer a building, nothing. He was in a pitch-dark place without substance except for the oddly uneven ground. There were enormous craters all around, some as wide as a hundred meters across, like the whole place had been leveled by meteors.

Great mountains had been blown apart and were strewn across the horizon. Among the ruins were the mangled remains of countless warships.

The corpses carpeted everything. It was a sea of bodies. The ground was red. The mountains were red. The rivers were red. The sky was red. Everything was painted the color of blood, and the stench of death stuck in Cloudhawk’s nostrils. It was almost more than he could stand.

What… what happened? 

It had to be some kind of illusion! What was all this on the other side of that bronze door?

Cloudhawk stumbled through the vast, dead world. An angry sun burned in the sky alongside a second and a third. All told, there had to be thirteen burning orbs in total.

No… not suns but figures that burned just as bright. Suddenly, they were right before him, radiating with an intense light that made it hard to look directly at them.

“You’ve lost.”

It sounded like it was coming from right next to his ear like a peal of gentle thunder. The sound of it was full of majesty and coercion, was impossible to deny, and shook him to the depths of his soul. Its tremendous will washed over him, so powerful that even the mightiest warrior would be overcome with despair.

“Kneel!”

The command fell with the force of a mountain.

Cloudhawk couldn’t breathe. The will of this being completely overcame his defenses and spoke directly to the depths of his mind. He could feel it working to steal the strength of his legs and force him to the ground.

“Kneel!”

Another booming command ripped through his skull.

He was exhausted, drained, and covered in sweat. Cloudhawk’s mind was empty and bereft of any resistance. But, there was something deeper, a tenacity in the depths of his heart that angrily arose in defiance. He didn’t know why, only that he would not kneel before this being. If he obeyed, then he would truly be lost. He didn’t want to lose!

Fuck! Who the fuck are you? You think I’m going to kneel because you tell me to?

The beings of light stretched forth their hands at Cloudhawk, who refused to show obeisance. Within their palms, the light gathered, an amalgamation of intense power. They held the orbs in their hands and repeated the command in a unified, world-shuddering voice. “Kneel!”

“You can all fuck right off!”

Thirteen beams of light fired towards him. An entire ocean would evaporate if set against such stupefying power. 

Cloudhawk covered his face reflexively.

Seconds passed.

Nothing.

He slowly let his hands drop to find the illusion had disappeared. Oddball was anxiously flying in circles overhead, probably thinking its master had lost his mind. Cloudhawk wasn’t entirely convinced he hadn’t. What was that? Some sort of test? He put it aside for the time being and began to explore his surroundings.

It was a secret chamber set deep inside the compound. It was small by comparison.

Set in the center of the room was a pedestal made from some kind of glittering crystal. The thing set on it was as black as coal and only seemed blacker against the shimmering material. It looked like a skull, a human skull. Boney sockets were pointed his way, and inside danced a pair of scarlet flames. The illusion had to have come from this thing.

Were some dead asshole’s bones that powerful? A treasure indeed!

Cloudhawk looked it over for a moment, reaching out with all his senses. Something still didn’t feel quite right. 

There wasn’t a resonance. No resonance meant this wasn’t a relic.

Cloudhawk was afraid that it was some kind of trap. Whatever this was, people were dying outside to protect it, and the Dark Atom was killing to get their hands on it. After what he just experienced, Cloudhawk wasn’t in a rush to assume anything either. He was weighing his options. After all, he still wasn’t even sure he wanted to grab this thing. Once he did, things would get… awkward.

Snatching a treasure from the Dark Atom was like ripping food from a tiger’s mouth. Wolfblade would hunt him to all corners of the earth. To add to that, stealing from crack Elysian veterans had to be a sin punishable by death. Even Skye Polaris wouldn’t be able to protect him. He’d probably cut him down himself.

Even if this thing was some unrivaled treasure, was Cloudhawk prepared to take it for himself?

As he pondered, the phase stone grew hotter and hotter. Something in the back of his mind was urging him over and over again to pick the skull up. He gritted his teeth and made a decision: he didn’t come down here for nothing. He wasn’t scared… he’d just touch it to see what would happen.

All the while, the skull stared at him from its pedestal.

Cloudhawk picked his way around the crystal plinth, looking it over. When he got a better look at the skull, he saw that it was not quite what he thought. It was about twice the size of a typical human skull even though it was about the right shape. A mutant’s skull, maybe? That didn’t seem likely.

It was ink black from top to bottom. It was smooth and reflective, and he could even feel a little warmth coming from it. It almost looked like a piece of art.

Could nature make something like this? The aura coming off of it so was strong that it made Cloudhawk’s hairs stand on end. He felt like he was circling an ancient enemy, feeling a discomfort that was written into his genetic code. The fires in its empty sockets had a sort of power too. Somehow, he knew that they’d been burning for hundreds of thousands of years. Inextinguishable.

If this was someone’s bones, he didn’t want to know what he was like when he was alive.

On the other side of the door, Cloudhawk could hear that the fight was ending. No more hesitating. He picked up the skull.

The moment he touched it, the inert remains started to quiver. Scarlet flames belched from its seven orifices like the clawing fingers of an evil spirit. They slithered up his arms, bloodthirsty and desperate to devour him whole.


93 / A Second Encounter


Cloudhawk immediately wanted to throw the skull away. The fires were like viscous oil, climbing up his arms and filling him with trepidation. There were many times over the last few months when he’d seen otherworldly things, but this was really like being face-to-face with a ghost!

The fires continued to envelop him. But, there was no heat.

In fact, it was the opposite. It wasn’t like fire at all but like shackles of ice slithering over his body. They were ghastly vipers borne in the depths of the earth that were slowly sapping the life from him. He couldn’t move, and the hairs all over his body stood on end.

When the scarlet flames had encased half of his body, they might as well have been as hard as cement. Just as Cloudhawk was beginning to fear he’d been locked in forever, the slithering flames seemed to sense something. They all coalesced around his chest and, upon touching the phase stone, were sucked inside.

The plain-looking stone drew them in like a sponge, or more accurately, like an insatiable black hole. Not a single bit of the fire from the black skull remained. It was all devoured by the phase stone until even the eternal fires of its eyes had gone dark.

Cloudhawk’s own eyes turned to the skull where he watched a change come over it. The glossy shine disappeared from its jade-like surface. All of a sudden, it was as though a thousand years had passed in an instant. The skull became coarse. Parts of it cracked. Fissures continued along the ancient bone until, with a clatter, it broke into several pieces and fell to the ground.

Slowly, Cloudhawk regained his ability to move. He staggered back a few steps the instant his feet would let him. The sound of his heart pounding was deafening.

Something felt different to him now, a sensation centered on his chest. He looked down to see what had once been a plain stone was now gradually turning a brilliant scarlet red. It was as smooth and luminescent as a gemstone now, and an enigmatic power radiated from inside it.

Did something happen? Had the skull somehow broken his precious relic?

He touched it and was rewarded with an intense shock. A sharp pain raced through his mind that caught him off guard, and then, his vision went dark. Memories, shards of thoughts, all jumbled and chaotic, flooded him in a wild procession. Scenes of war marched across his mind’s eye. Flashes of blood and death, all manner of conflicting sounds, thousands of colors all mashed together. The scenes were impossible to differentiate.

What human brain could cope with so much information? It threatened to rip him apart! If it didn’t kill him, it would certainly drive him mad.

Get out! Get the fuck out of my head!

His response to the overwhelming sights and sounds was angry resistance. In his mind’s eye, a shower of meteors came crashing down into his sea of consciousness, stirring up tidal waves. When they sunk into the depths of that dark sea, Cloudhawk thought there might be peace, but it was not the end. The falling stones glowed with intense light. A field of energy hung over everything.

The images conjured by his mind churned like an angry river.

This… it feels like the stone’s powers are activating.

The phasing power came from the stone and not from Cloudhawk, so he had no ability to stop it. His body twisted erratically like it was made of clay, and then, he blinked out of existence.

A familiar feeling washed over him. It was the feeling of passing into another dimension.

Cloudhawk had begun to master the stone’s abilities that allowed him to pass through matter. In essence, the principle was that it placed half of him in one dimension and the half off in another. He was still present but dislodged. The stone’s field of energy was the facilitator.

If an elastic cloth was used to represent the concept of time, then Cloudhawk’s phasing ability was like placing a rock on that cloth. He was still obviously on one side of that cloth as it stretched but, at the same time, was not in his own space.

Or like two bridges, one above the other. No matter the flow of traffic above, those drivers were never going to appear on the road below. Although they could see each other, they were only ever projections of each other. Through the stone’s ability to make full use of space, Cloudhawk was able to elude danger.

But that was far from the stone’s only power. In the hands of a real master, the phase stone could penetrate dimensions completely. Returning to the cloth metaphor, with Cloudhawk’s current capabilities, he could stretch the cloth but not pass through it. If one with enough strength tried, though, one would slip right through.

Right now, the ability to tread dimensions was beyond him. The few times it’d succeeded were because he’d resonated properly with the power stored in the stone. It was very difficult for him to do that on a whim.

Now, after absorbing whatever was in that skull, the stone was coming alive again.

How could it not take Cloudhawk by surprise?

The power that overcame him sliced Cloudhawk into infinitesimally minute pieces, more than a man could fathom. He was then put together somewhere else in another reality.

This was not a pleasant experience.

However, after a few such experiences, Cloudhawk had learned to deal with it. Now, he was somewhere draped in darkness and silence. It was a world of ruin.

It had been cleaved into loosely assembled blocks of earth floating around one another, some of which were as large as Skycloud domain. They all floated in an unsettling and empty space that had nothing except for the twin stars that they orbited. Beyond that, there was only the vast expanse of nothingness and the stars that hid beyond.

It was a dead world of dust and not much else. This couldn’t be where he’d come from.

He’d been to a few places now, and they’d all seemed like typical worlds. But this place? He’d never seen anything like it! Anyone with the barest minimum of an education would know this had to be outer space. He was on a chunk of rock draped in stardust. The fractured remains of a planet floated all around him, having been torn apart by some nightmarish power. Now, they slowly drifted apart through the eternal vacuum far into the horizon.

Luckily for Cloudhawk, his stone was still active. Its field of power was the only thing keeping him from dying on the spot in this inhospitable environment. There was no air, and it was freezing cold. His lungs would have been instantly sucked empty. His eardrums would have ruptured. A normal human wouldn’t last five seconds. Cloudhawk might be able to last a few more at best.

So what was going on? Why would the stone bring him here?

The slab Cloudhawk floated on now was about the size of Skycloud domain. As he looked out, he saw several tattered excuses for shelters. They had to have been cobbled together after the calamity. None of this would have survived whatever happened to this world. 

As he turned his head up, Cloudhawk found fields of wreckage. One section of it looked suspiciously like the floating docks used by the Elysians. The ruin of what looked a lot like a warship was nearby. There was another nearby that was easily a thousand meters long. Based on Cloudhawk’s experiences with them, they seemed awfully similar.

This had to be a battleground.

Cloudhawk’s attention snapped back to the stone, for in just that instant, it released a column of fire. It roiled angrily for a moment before gathering together. Like a mold, it was forced into a human shape. However, no matter how much one squeezed fire, it could not become solid. A true body could not be formed.

As he suspected, his phase stone had some connection to the skull.

The amalgamation of fire was human in shape, but even up close, there were no discernable features. All he could make out were a pair of fiery orbs where its eyes should be and the spectral representation of a gem embedded in its chest. To Cloudhawk, he was somehow familiar. It was like he was looking at himself in some twisted mirror, but the reflection was anything but human.

“You? Didn’t you say you were dead?”

Who else could this be but the previous owner of the stone? Having him appear like this all of a sudden was very suspicious.

“Did that skull I found belong to you?” Cloudhawk gaped comically and with great exaggeration. But, there was something weird about how he spoke… “I’m so sorry. I think I might have carelessly broke it into pieces.”

It wasn’t the words that were weird. It was the environment.

There was no air here, and with no air, there was no way to talk. The being couldn’t hear him. And yet, he seemed to. They floated across from one another, staring. Out here among the stars, they hovered, one large figure and one small. Yet, although they were close, the image was still hazy. They were talking to each other across the veil of life and death.

“No need to find it strange. This is merely another fraction of my will that I left behind.”

“Well, how many of those pieces are out there?”

“When I fell, I split my mind into three pieces. They were the dimension stone, my skull, and my most important relic. The stone bore the inheritance of my power, and my skull contained all of my knowledge. As for my relic, it has been sealed away with all the rest of my riches - my gift of wealth.”

Power, knowledge, and wealth. Weren’t those the very things every man sought?

Their conversation was very strange, mostly for the way the spirit’s voice whispered directly into his mind. It was a little bit like how he communicated with Oddball, only… more detailed. Oddball couldn’t communicate like this.

“The stone is the key. Without it, the skull would turn to dust. Luckily, it was you who found my memories.”

Dark Atom risked a lot in their war against Hell’s Army. For all this trouble, they would steal something they couldn’t even use. The power that the skull contained could only be accepted by a specific person. That person was Cloudhawk.

It was an incredible coincidence. But, was it really?

Cloudhawk looked incredulous. “How did this happen?”

“There is much in this universe you cannot even begin to grasp, but this is enough. Everything that is possible exists, and all that exists is possible. Everything has an explanation. Knowledge dispels all mysteries.” 

The words whispered into the recesses of Cloudhawk’s mind.

“If you merge with my wisdom and my memories, you will inherit a deep comprehension of the world you live in. You will see that you are one small, insignificant speck of dust on an enormous planet that is one of countless others.”


94 / Sea of Memories


Cloudhawk didn’t really understand what the fiery ghost was telling him, and truth be told, he wasn’t interested in knowing the details. He heard “inheritance”, which was all he needed to understand.

So, there was more? How could he turn down the opportunity?

When the phase stone absorbed the power of the skull, all sorts of sights and sounds were foisted into Cloudhawk’s mind. Vague memories twisted in his subconscious, too much for him to absorb all at once. What he could grasp was that they were scenes of a war the stone’s previous owner had participated in.

One cut, severing a river. One step, trampling a city. One punch, leveling mountains. One roar, shaking the heavens. Now, in times of peace, none of that was apparent.

Perhaps, when he was alive, the ghost was some terrible overlord – a creature no man could overcome. He must have turned the world upside down.

This stranger might have even been stronger than Arcturus Cloude. No… not “might have”. He definitely was. Cloudhawk – a staunch opportunist [1] – was not going to ignore the opportunity the ghost was presenting him. He could train bitterly for his whole life and never come close to that level of power. If he could take in everything this ghost had left behind, even the governor wouldn’t be able to stand against him.

Dawn Polaris would have to look at him with new eyes. Atlas, Frost, and all the others would have their day of reckoning!

The fiery spirit trembled, and a host of embers floated out from him. Within seconds, the humanoid image was a dull outline of what it had been. However, although the spirit was weakening, it could still see into Cloudhawk’s heart. His words shattered the young man’s daydreams. “You will never be able to acquire all of my wisdom. Just like you will never be able to wield all of my former power.”

Power was the first inheritance Cloudhawk gained from this mysterious spirit. It was locked within the phase stone and was released when he first took it up. Time erodes all things, so the stone did not contain all of what the spirit once commanded. But, if Cloudhawk got even half of it, that was more than enough.

That was not to say he wasn’t greatly disappointed when he realized the truth. The vast sea within the stone was what remained of the will of its former master, and taking in even some of it was very difficult. For now, it was a vain hope to think that he could. He would have to one day become as strong as this man had been. He might as well have asked for the moon.

“Do not fret, my successor. This is not to your detriment. Never underestimate your potential,” the man of scarlet fire spoke directly into his mind. It sounded like the crackle of embers. “My mission is to open a portal and guide you through it to your destiny, not mold you in my image. You will be greater than I was – you need to be greater than I was. If not, then everything that was sacrificed will have been for nothing.”

“Is that even possible? What do you expect me to do…?”

“It is possible. Everything is possible. If that day should come, then you will be capable of donning my armor and wielding my relics. Then, the answers shall become clear to you.”

What, you don’t trust me yet? Fuck, a halfway decent answer would have been a comfort.

Saying that was not advised, of course. He wouldn’t want to make this deliberately mysterious spirit angry. It was best not to say anything at all!

Cloudhawk saw that as the spirit continued, its body kept fading away. What was left? He had to take whatever inheritance he could before the time passed. They couldn’t continue flapping their lips for very much longer. Cloudhawk found himself growing nervous on the spirit’s behalf.

The stone’s dead master sensed his thoughts. “Do you still not understand? All of my memories have been gifted to you. They exist within your mind. The inheritance is already yours.”

The words whispered through his mind, and then, the sea of his mind turned over. Terrifying waves of memories crashed over him like tidal waves. He felt like a small boat watching the wall of water rise.

Strange and unfamiliar visions assailed him. The sheer volume of information was incalculable – Cloudhawk could have lived for decades, and it wouldn’t have come close to this being’s lifetime. It was too much. He couldn’t parse it all. To try would break his mind.

Cloudhawk couldn’t hold back his curses. Had he made a mistake? The knowledge clung to him like a paste, filled with things he couldn’t begin to understand. Much of it was beyond his ability to translate. Overwhelming didn’t begin to describe it, yet it was still only the first few thousand years of the spirit’s life. All the rest of what was contained in the skull was lost. What remained was a motley array of fragments carelessly jumbled together like a junk heap. Cloudhawk didn’t dare to even begin to organize it.

“Within you now are two oceans: one of power and one of knowledge. When – and to what extent – you are able to call upon them will be determined by chance and fortune.”

The spirit extended a fiery hand towards him. The hornets buzzing in Cloudhawk’s skull finally quieted, allowing a few fully formed thoughts to float to the surface. This knowledge was about combat and relics. It was what Cloudhawk needed most at this moment.

Cloudhawk released a long, calming breath. That was how it was done? Everything else had been wasted time and effort…

This was a real treasure: the knowledge of how to properly train and the means to manipulate and create relics.

“You can never surpass me with just this. Eventually, you will reach a limit.” It paused and then continued in a warning tone, “Accumulating data is not enough. You must adapt and initiate – just as you have been in your pursuit of power. But, reliance on combat and relics are for the common man. The common man is limited in what he can accomplish. Your destiny must be to go beyond that.”

“Heaven and earth are the furnace within which you will be tempered into a relic. You have been richly endowed by fate with the ability to understand relics at a deeper level than anyone. Do not look lightly upon your gifts. Eventually, when you have awakened, you will understand the origins of everything.”

“And thus, my mission has been accomplished.”

The spirit had been reduced to a flicker like a candle flame threatening to go out. It shrunk until it was only a ball and then melted back into Cloudhawk’s chest. It sunk into his will, his soul, where the fire’s mark remained. A new flood of memories emerged.
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The large bronze doors blew open!

Twenty to thirty elite Dark Atom fighters poured in, but Cloudhawk was not there. All they found were shards of bone strewn about a pedestal, the remains of a skull. Its weathered fragments looked like nothing special.

“Is this it?” One of the soldiers frowned in disappointment. “It sure doesn’t look like it.”

Buzzard was just as puzzled, but now wasn’t the time for second guesses. “Is there anything else in here?”

No, there wasn’t. The pieces of the skull had to be what they were looking for. Buzzard gathered all he could and stuffed them in a bag. With a wordless gesture, he and the others filed out.

When they made their exit, the Dark Atom invaders scattered powerful explosives through the room and then left one by one. They were reluctant to leave Hell Valley before the job was done, but both sides had already suffered greatly in the exchange.

“Boss, I got it!”

The fighters around Wolfblade all beamed with delight. Their mission was complete. The object they’d come for was in hand. Not only had they managed to invade and destroy the Elysian base, but they also managed to take their treasure for themselves as well. It was a vicious slap to the face of those zealots.

It was time to call everyone back!

The Dark Atom had more people, but a lengthy fight wasn’t going to break in their favor. Even if they did win, it wasn’t worth the cost. Their powerful weapons were the result of tremendous effort expended to dig them up and repair them into working order. Their elite fighters were built from years of training. His lieutenants were hand-picked and carefully cultivated. These several hundred men and women were the heart of Wolfblade’s organization, and every loss was costly.

Veterans soldiers were a limited resource for Skycloud as well, but even if they were all wiped out, they would refill this place with reinforcements before long. Besides, they’d already brought too much attention to themselves with this mission. If they kept dragging this out, support was bound to come from the domain sooner or later. By then, it’d be too late.

Instructor Cutter saw the signs. “They’re trying to retreat! Stop them!”

Wolfblade held his hand high with all five fingers splayed out and then clenched them quickly into a fist. It was the sign to fall back. The airships released the remainder of their ammunition in a violent and spectacular display. Suddenly, Hell’s Army was submerged in a sea of fire and shrapnel.

“Go!”

Dark Atom’s remaining soldiers used the bombardment as cover for their retreat. They got to an area of higher elevation and then re-equipped the jet gliders they’d used to infiltrate the base. The airships continued to cover them and descended low enough so that the soldiers could slip back onboard.

Because Wolfblade started the assault by destroying the base’s docks, the Elysian forces had no way to give chase.

Buzzard grabbed a rope dangling from one of the airships, fished out a controller, and pressed a button. A string of bone-jarring eruptions followed. Below, huge parts of the compound collapsed. Others were blown over a kilometer away. A nightmarish mushroom cloud roared over the building and towards the heavens.

The compound’s soldiers made as though to follow, but the world opened up before them before they could. A shockwave tore through the entire valley, leaving them stupefied. Anything left in that building after an explosion like that had to have been utterly destroyed.

By the time the smoke cleared and the soldiers clawed their way from the rubble, the Dark Atom invaders were long gone. Eckard was itching to go after them, but Natessa held him back. On the one hand, their base was in no condition to continue the fight. On the other, their enemy had the advantage. Chasing after the enemy would only put them in an even weaker position.

It was fine. They still had their foundations. They could rebuild. 

The most pressing matter was how to explain this to Skycloud.

1. This one was interesting and surprisingly hard to track down. The original term was 'borrowlist', and as far as I’ve been able to tell, this references something specific to Chinese history and thought. Borrowlism, or copinism, was a criticism expressed by a respected Chinese writer and thinker named Lu Xun. In the article of the same name, he criticized China for copying or borrowing ideas wholesale from the West without thinking about how they applied to the Chinese reality. His suggestion was to combine things discovered from the outside world with the traditions and realities of Chinese life. Here, the author, in a very erudite way, is describing Cloudhawk as an opportunist. He doesn’t care where benefits come from or their consequences.
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The valley was dotted with scars from its recent bombardment. Wisps of smoke rose from jagged craters, marks of those ancient weapons. The compound itself had been completely destroyed, and its docks had crashed onto the ground below. Ten Elysian warships had been reduced to smoldering wrecks. Two to three hundred Hell’s Army veterans had been slain. While the army had been devastated, the trainees had fared rather well much to everyone’s surprise. Ten had lost their lives. Twenty were eliminated through testing, and the rest had officially become Hell Valley trainees. Thankfully, the training camp itself was still operational.

As the students looked out over the ravaged terrain, they could hardly believe all of this had been done in one attack. The Dark Atom came in, obliterated everything in its path, and then left with fewer casualties than their enemies. Meanwhile, the soldiers of Hell Valley were forced to watch helplessly as they swaggered off. They were left with nothing but their responsibility to this new crop of young folk.

Weren’t the Elysian lands supposed to be invincible? Weren’t they known for sweeping ruthlessly through the wastelands? Hadn’t Hell Valley been a base where the most accomplished veterans had been stationed?

“This has been a mark of shame for our domain, for all of us fighting men!” Drake clenched his fists tightly at his side. A furnace burned behind his hard eyes. “The day will come when I will personally lead our armies to raze whatever slum the Dark Atom calls home! Only blood will pay for blood. An eye for an eye!”

He was a young commander, still green. While Drake might have had the fervor and the skill, he was still untested. All the missions he’d been on before were against small groups of blasphemers and mutant beasts. For the first time, he looked out over a disastrous loss. He couldn’t accept the fact that the dignity of his people had been so thoroughly trampled by wastelander scum.

Claudia understood the rage this large man felt. Six months ago, she felt much the same. This time, though? There certainly was anger, but there was no shame. Her mind was on the loss she suffered during her mission in the wastelands.

Her loss had also been disastrous.

So much blood staining the soul. The bones of so many loyal soldiers baking in the wastelands sun. So many souls of those poor, confused martyrs lost to the endless wastes.

And what was Skycloud’s response? Nothing. It was all swept under the rug. No vengeance was sought on behalf of the dead. What did Skycloud fear? They were supposed to be practically invincible. Their people were supposed to be unrivaled in their faith.

Cloudhawk!

The name wormed its way through her injured heart. It was the only wastelander name she knew.

The effect he’d had on Claudia was all-encompassing. He was the one who took the lives of her companion, Raith, and the brave soldiers that had come with them. That wastelander had delivered a shattering blow to her faith and then waltzed through Skycloud committing treason and acts of terrorism.

And how did it end?

With Cloudhawk safely stowed away in the Grand General’s mansion. Somehow, he became a charge of the Polaris family. The filthy wastelander had even become close friends with Dawn, a young woman of noble blood… No, the greatest blow was to their pride. Their superiority complex was cut at the knees and dragged through the mud. Their anger was the anger you felt when you couldn’t admit defeat.

Claudia had once looked upon the boundless wastes with contempt, filled with the lofty pride of the demon hunters. Now, she had seen the truth of what lurked out there. She saw the viciousness, the cunning, and the power. Her former self had been like a frog at the bottom of a well, looking up at the brilliant light of Skycloud domain. [1]

She was still a faithful servant of the gods, but she had learned not to underestimate the wastelands. Thus, as she surveyed the tragedy its dark agents had wrought, she was not overwhelmed with anger or indignation. She’d learned to face failure without letting it consume her. Anger alone would serve no purpose. Only once you’ve accepted defeat could you reflect and review what you learned to grow beyond it.

In this aspect, Claudia had far surpassed most of her peers. Why would a woman like her from such a wealthy family be here otherwise?

The twenty to thirty-some remaining students gathered in a line and recovered their belongings. Gabriel, scratching his head through a mop of weed-like golden hair, looked around with a bashful expression. He couldn’t help but mutter his thoughts, “I haven’t seen him this whole time. Did he die out there?”

Drake frowned and looked around as well. It’s true. Where had Cloudhawk gone?

He couldn’t say he was terribly disappointed, but through their conflict, he’d developed a begrudging respect for Cloudhawk. He’d nearly killed Drake in Deadwood Forest, but the grievous wound had taught him a valuable lesson. Besides, penetrating a wall of over a thousand soldiers to kill a tribal leader was a feat even Drake had to admire.

The natives had been wiped out. Did Cloudhawk succeed in his assassination? If he lived, had he chosen to try and run?

Drake didn’t know anything about Cloudhawk, but as a soldier, he was a worthy opponent.

“If the invaders killed him, I’m fine with that.” Claudia punctuated her words with a sniff and made no effort to conceal her hatred. “It’s better that I won’t have to soil my hands with his unclean blood.”

“How could you say something so vile?” Drake’s temper flared. “You continue to show our soldiers disrespect!”

“A scoundrel like him is only ever thinking about himself no matter what he does. He isn’t worthy of being called a soldier.” Claudia’s azure blue eyes were as sharp as daggers. She used them to pin Drake in place. “And a man like you who is willing to turn your hand against people when they’re weak – don’t talk to me about respect!”

Women were unreasonable creatures, as obstinate as rocks [2]. In war, the best tactics were those that won the battle. If the army’s leaders acted like she had once believed, all honest and forthright, then the light of the gods would have long been snuffed out. The two of them glared at each other and were on the verge of trading blows. Meanwhile, Gabriel stayed out of it.

A wounded provisions officer came by, nursing his arm and hobbling on a wounded leg. He was covered in blood from head to toe but paid no mind to his injuries. “Hey, that one you’re talking about. Black hair and eyes, right? Skinny but looks like he can take care of himself?”

“Hm?” Gabriel looked his way, puzzled. “You’ve seen him?”

“He’s pretty good. Held his own. Killing the sweeper leader made the whole clan go crazy. If not for him, clearing out the natives would have cost us a lot more time and soldiers. We would have missed everything that happened here. Things would have been much worse. They might have even destroyed the whole valley. Hundreds of our brothers would be dead. He’s responsible for the fact that they’re still breathing.”

The veteran put a bloodstained cigarette between his lips and took a long drag. He was obviously quite appreciative of what Cloudhawk did. Claudia, Drake, and Gabriel were all silent. It seemed like the native leader really had been killed by him. But, if that were true, they just couldn’t understand why Cloudhawk would ignore his own safety for the three of them. Escaping on his own would have been the wiser choice.

“I was with the three instructors. We saw the whole thing. Man, he’s quite the guy. He held out until we came, holding back several hundred soldiers all on his own. Frankly speaking, it’s been a real long time since I’ve seen a fighter like that. It’s a shame he’s probably dead.”

Dead? The news struck them differently. Drake seemed sorry. Claudia seemed conflicted.

Although Claudia was quick to spew vitriol toward Cloudhawk, she didn’t believe he was dead. Someone capable of doing the things he did wasn’t going to go down so easily. Cloudhawk was her nemesis, yes – but he was also the benchmark she measured herself against. If he died before she had a chance to surpass him, that would rankle her terribly.

Gabriel asked, “How did he die?”

“It isn’t completely clear. He was badly injured but joined us here at the base. He and a group of others fought through the blasphemers and into the main compound. They fought, and then… well, you saw what’s left.” With a heavy sigh, the soldier pointed towards the remains of their base. Fires were still burning in great columns of flame that just wouldn’t go out. Anyone caught inside had to be dead. “We didn’t see him or anyone else come back out.”

The three trainees stared at the ruins, entranced by the fires. It was unthinkable. Wounded and exhausted, Cloudhawk still ignored clear and present dangers to go running into the fight. 

The veteran cast Claudia a meaningful glance. “Whether it’s Hell’s Army or Skycloud’s own forces, people like us see noble pride as a cancer. If the Skycloud domain is a tree, then we are the roots. We never see the sun, and our lives are spent in the damp and the dark. Down here, you can’t avoid the filth, but without us, what do you think would happen to those like you – that luxurious foliage out in the sun? You can look down on our bloodstained hands and call us dirty, but you damn sure don’t have the right to question our qualifications. As far as I’m concerned, whoever that guy was, he was more of a soldier than all the rest of you put together.”

He plucked the cigarette butt from his mouth and flicked it into the bloodstained dirt and then hobbled away.

His words were about as wrong as anyone has ever been in all the history of humanity. How could Claudia not know exactly what kind of person Cloudhawk was?

Her face burned, and a blush marked her pale cheeks. Even the deaf would have heard that soldier’s hard words. He didn’t leave anything unsaid. It was like he had smacked her on the nose and called her a bad girl. But, she knew Cloudhawk wasn’t anything like these men. He was a wastelander scoundrel who’d managed to sneak his way into the Elysian lands. The blood of soldiers and demon hunters alike stained his hands. She had to fight the urge to scream this at the soldier and beat him to a pulp.

She swallowed it back.

No matter. He was dead, and if that was how their enmity would end, then so be it. As much as Claudia would like to deny it, he’d saved her life. Would she still be able to run a sword through his filthy heart? But… if she didn’t kill him, what about the companions he’d killed? Dead was good… dead was good.

They all recovered their equipment.

Drake’s things were a set of tungsten steel armor and a large sword. Tungsten steel was the sturdiest material in the Elysian lands. With Drake’s natural defenses as strong as it was, the armor was a mighty addition. A demon hunter would have to fight hard just to get through them.

Claudia took back her exorcist rod, the seeker’s torque, and Tempest. Gabriel’s relic, on the other hand, was rather unique. It was a black cord he kept wrapped around his hand. A relic of this sort was not common in the Elysian lands – it had to be something without much of a history or a story behind it. It was hard to guess what it might be used for.

The trainees were brought to the base’s clinic and made to soak in a medicinal bath. The near-mystical concoctions of the Elysians were very effective. In one day and one night, their bodies would be entirely healed, and no trace of injury would remain.

An ear-splitting ring of a bell arose from outside. Twenty-eight young people clambered to their feet and arranged themselves into four rows.

All three instructors were present. Cutter stepped forward while Natessa and Dumont stood silently in place. The hideously scarred man swept his terrifying gaze over the trainees. And when he spoke, his voice was contemptuous. “Well. I’ve gotta say, your performance during this test was a real fuckin’ disappointment. Only one was barely satisfactory. Get out here!”

Everyone’s eyes turned toward the one he commanded.

He was neither tall nor short, nor was he particularly strong. He wore a new robe, but his short raven black hair was still a knotted mess. Simple demon hunter armor protected him, and a tattered grey cloak was draped over his shoulders. A black steel sword was sheathed on his back. His face was hidden behind a grimacing demon mask.

The students shared puzzled glances.

Wasn’t this the same guy who was the first to take off all his clothes? The shameless one. Instructor Cutter’s next sentence really caused their teeth to grind.

“Starting today, the lot of you are a team. Meet your new team captain – Cloudhawk!”

The young man lifted the mask up onto the top of his head to reveal his coarse, wheat-colored features. He wasn’t the most handsome guy, but his face was neatly ordered, and his features were delicate. His black eyes, in particular, were sharp and intelligent. He grinned cheekily at the others, his gaze stopping on the three familiar faces near the back. He gave them a wink as though to say, “Oh, so you all are still alive.”

1. Ah, some Chinese idioms for once!   We’ll keep this one.

2. Really, guy?
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Everyone looked at Cloudhawk like they were staring at a ghost.

Meanwhile, the wastelander stood before everyone with a shit-eating grin like he’d just succeeded in pulling off some grand mischief. He’d only survived the massive explosion because he wasn’t in this world. Once the danger had passed, he clawed his way back to this reality. When he came back, the commanders quickly took him away to heal. That was why no one knew what had become of him.

What a joke! You think it’s that easy to kill me? The truth was that Cloudhawk was very pleased with the situation.

Claudia, Drake, and Gabriel stared in absolute amazement. The other students were just as surprised. They’d watched the compound get blown to smithereens. Cloudhawk looked at them and had to acknowledge the satisfaction that tickled his bones. These arrogant jackasses, from the instructors to the assistants to the students themselves – they all looked at him like he was a scrub, cannon fodder at best. And then came the reckoning. Their nest was completely destroyed!

However, these fellows seemed to be absolutely shameless. Even Cloudhawk was embarrassed by what occurred, but they all had blank expressions like nothing had happened. 

Claudia clenched her fists at her side. Of course. Of course, he didn’t die!

She had finally come to accept that she had rid herself of this stain, but here he was. Far from dead, he seemed completely unscathed. Now, he was their team captain. Did that mean they would be forced to listen to his orders? This bastard really was like a ghost who refused to leave her alone!

Eckard Cutter had a good view of everyone’s faces. “This is a military training facility,” he said in his characteristically cold voice. “And a military training facility follows military rules. Your captain is your superior officer. Anyone who dares disobey his orders violates our rules. I’m sure I don’t need to explain what happens then.”

It never occurred to Cloudhawk that he might be foisted into the role of captain.

There were some benefits that came with being part of a special Elysian military unit. They had access to the best medicines, weapons, missions, and funds. Out here, there were many opportunities to distinguish yourself, and that translated into better positions and material rewards back in Skycloud. Of course, captains received some of the best benefits.

For instance, killing the native clan leader and “fearlessly” attacking Dark Atom invaders added to the prestige of the Polaris family. Individually, it didn’t mean much, but it was certainly useful for the family he represented. Reputedly, all of these achievements were recorded and sent back to the city. Families could approach the Temple with their list of deeds and request things they might need. These could be relics, special medicines, and so forth. As such, achievements were valued currency for Elysian families.

That old greybeard Skye probably already heard the news.

Instructor Cutter looked back towards Cloudhawk. “Say a word or two.”

The three instructors knew Cloudhawk was unpopular. They could see some naysayers and a few who really didn’t like the idea of having to follow this guy around. This had to make Cloudhawk anxious. After all, the screening process had shown that he wasn’t the strongest of this lot even if he did play a special role.

The instructors didn’t seem to have any interest in helping Cloudhawk solve his image problem. If he couldn’t solve a small issue like this, then he didn’t deserve the position.

Cloudhawk pulled the mask back over his face. He stepped out in front of the others and spoke, “Truth is, I don’t want to be captain. Any of you who wants the job, you’re free to take it.”

The instructors paused. What was he up to?

Cloudhawk slowly pulled the black sword from the holster on his back. “You get one chance. Beat me and you’re captain! Who’s first?”

Cloudhawk was using this opportunity to cement his authority. The quickest and most effective way to do that was to prove his strength, but it was risky. Not everyone could pull it off. If he wasn’t careful, he would be shooting himself in the foot. Cloudhawk happened to be one of the youngest of the group and did not look particularly strong. His decision did not seem very well thought out.

“Me!”

Three voices answered his challenge the second it was issued. They were - of course - Drake, Claudia, and Gabriel.

Claudia wasn’t the least interested in being captain. She knew she couldn’t hold onto the position. Her motivation was strictly to stomp Cloudhawk’s face in. She was desperate for any chance to do just that.

Drake stuck the tip of his enormous sword in the dirt and stared at his new captain threateningly. His loss in Deadwood Forest hadn’t convinced him of Cloudhawk’s superiority. Now that he had his weapons and Cloudhawk had his relics, the truth would be revealed. He wanted to find out just how strong this no-name from Skycloud city really was and whether he was worthy of calling himself a captain.

As for Gabriel, it was not personal, nor did he want the captain’s badge. He just wanted the challenge of testing just how deep Cloudhawk’s talents ran.

“Alright!” Cloudhawk answered without hesitation. “You three then. Step up!”

Claudia, Drake, and Gabriel stepped forward. The rest of the trainees moved back to give them space.

Cloudhawk more or less knew the basics of Claudia’s fighting style. Drake was a soldier, so he didn’t pose much of a threat. The only one he didn’t have a bead on was Gabriel, so Cloudhawk decided on a course of action that elicited a gasp from the others. “I don’t want to waste any time. Three on one.”

The three of them, together? The trainees weren’t the only ones surprised.

Dumont’s expression was hidden beneath his layers of armor, but he did raise his head from staring idly at the ground. Natessa looked over the young captain more carefully. Eckard smiled at the prospect. The kid had some goddamn balls. He respected that.

Drake took the challenge as a slap to the face. What gave him the right to be so arrogant? It was an insult!

Cloudhawk wasn’t going to give them any more of an advantage. “Ten seconds. Make your move or accept me as captain.”

Drake and Gabrial were still weighing the situation. After all, winning three against one was hardly something to brag about. All the trainees were young men and women of potential. Who among them didn’t have some measure of pride, regardless of background? Claudia had no qualms, however. As energy rushed through the exorcist rod, she raised a crystalline flower-shaped relic in her left hand.

Natessa watched her, narrowing her eyes. “Tempest flower.”

The flower-shaped relic rose from her palm to hover over Claudia’s head and then began to bloom. Its complex construction broke apart into a rain of petals, only each petal was a metallic dart that was as thin as a cicada’s wing. The scene was beautiful, but the magnificent display turned their contest into a dance of death.

The metal petals thrummed with energy. Each one whipped towards Cloudhawk as fast as a bullet. A hundred shots fired all at once!

Even the likes of Drake was surprised by what he saw. Claudia’s display went beyond his expectations. They were so close, and her attack was so sudden. Cloudhawk wouldn’t have a chance to use his phasing powers before they reached him. Even if he did, how long could his powers be sustained against the constant rain of attacks like that?

The tempest flower was not your typical concealed weapon.

Its threat lay in its ability to execute an immediate and powerful onslaught. A ferocious tide of blows, delivered in an instant. One of the demon hunters who possessed this relic before was capable of summoning so many petals that it blotted out the sun over an entire battlefield. With this relic alone, he killed hundreds, maybe even a thousand enemies.

Claudia was not that strong, but she could summon several hundred petals from the relic. And so long as she had the mental fortitude, the flower would continue its assault endlessly until its target was nothing but chunks of meat.

The Lunae family had famously deep pockets, but it must have cost a princely sum – and many favors – for Garuda to win this relic for his daughter. After all, relics like these couldn’t be bought with just coin.

As Claudia released her psychic energy into the relic, she also rushed in with a burst of speed. The head of her exorcist staff was spinning madly. It roared like the heart of a tornado.

She soared into the air while glimmering petals swirled around her. For an instant, she looked like a goddess descending from heaven to smite her foes. She towered over the ground in a cloud of menace, putting all her force behind the opening thrust of her staff.

Fast enough. Fierce enough! Claudia drew on her every advantage. Few relics could match the sheer explosive power of the Tempest Flower, and few fighters could fend off Claudia’s close-quarters blitz.

Claudia’s shredding tempest was far-reaching. The nearby spectators scrambled backwards, for her wild attack would likely injure three out of every four trainees standing nearby.

Cloudhawk faced Claudia and her vicious first strike. He quickly pulled out a metal-bound tome and threw it at her. As his psychic energy reached out, the book exploded into countless grains of yellow sand. They gathered together, forming into dozens and dozens of slithering dragons. At the same time, he was encased in a shell of grit.

Petals like rain – a deadly hurricane!

And there it was! Claudia’s heart skipped a beat.

This was Cloudhawk’s exceptional relic, potent and dangerous. It was this relic that had subdued her so easily back in Skycloud city. Faced with Claudia’s own relic, Cloudhawk had to find a way to protect himself. Phasing wasn’t going to help, so he had to fall back on the Gospel of the Sands.

But, Claudia knew the strength of his relic and knew that using it required tremendous mental strength. Cloudhawk shouldn’t be strong enough to call on its powers in an instant like that. So how did he?

Too late for second guesses! She would have to break through.

Claudia’s eyes burned with unyielding determination!

Then, the spectators were treated to an incredible scene.

Claudia came down towards Cloudhawk, trailed by hundreds upon hundreds of glittering metal petals. Cloudhawk stood his ground, immovable as a mountain and enveloped in a gritty battle suit of sand. Flying petals met whipping sand, crashing into one another like warring storms and knocking each other in all directions. Over two hundred tiny battles took place all around him, but Cloudhawk didn’t move an inch. Claudia kept coming.

Just as the two were about to collide, she stabbed her staff at Cloudhawk with a scream. He responded with a sweeping cut from Quiet Carnage.

In the instant spear and sword met, all that which floated in the air around them was blasted away. Cloudhawk skid backwards a few paces, but Claudia was flung into the distance. She spat out a mouthful of blood. Her staff clattered as it rolled away. The bones in her right hand were broken.

As the hard ground met her, Claudia’s heart sank like the last light of dying embers. More progress! He’s much stronger than he was back in Skycloud city.
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“I win again.”

Claudia got back onto her feet. She gripped her wrist and snapped it back into place with a sharp crack. She picked up her staff from nearby and stepped back into the crowd. The others eyed the no-nonsense noble for a few moments.

The golden-haired woman had been beaten back with a single blow. Still, everyone could tell that Claudia was absolutely not a weakling. Her psychic ability was especially impressive. If she used her flower relic to work with the other two, Cloudhawk would have been in real trouble.

She chose not to. Instead, she decided to admit defeat.

Accepting defeat was a rare quality for others like her. Most would continue to throw themselves at the matter to save their pride. She gritted her teeth and choked it down, for she knew better than anyone what must have happened. She’d used her tempest flower to try to pressure Cloudhawk and overpower his defenses. All the strength and momentum behind her exorcist rod was the main part of her attack.

What happened next took her completely by surprise.

Cloudhawk’s riposte hit her staff at the precise spot her grip was weakest. He forsook attacking her directly for a much more skillful – if unnecessary – display. His sword had cut twice in quick succession. The first one whipped right past the staff and into her while the other knocked her weapon away.

It all happened in a blink. The other spectators wouldn’t have seen.

Claudia knew she’d lost before he said it. Not just lost, she’d been thoroughly beaten.

Cloudhawk’s sudden improvement wasn’t just physical or psychic. In the course of one night, he’d somehow gained uncanny combat experience. His command of his relics and his keen judgment were nothing short of excellent. 

In a duel, relative strength was a key factor in deciding victory and defeat – but it wasn’t everything. Who could say that the weakest demon hunter could never beat a master? With the right combination of equipment, intelligence, skill, and power, one could cross any chasm. 

Her physical strength didn’t come close to Cloudhawk’s, nor did her proficiency in relic manipulation. Although she hated to admit it, he was a far cleverer tactician as well. He displayed a technical mastery that would rival instructors of the demon hunter’s college. 

Claudia quickly gave up her claim for his title because she knew it would only end in more embarrassment. As for joining the other two? The mere concept was disgusting. She was a complex and prideful noble. What sort of a victory was won with numbers? It would be nothing she wanted to be a part of.

He’s too strong… so I’m going to need to think of a way to get even stronger!

Claudia refused to accept inferiority to anyone!

Cloudhawk had easily put down a worthy challenger. He hardly had time to gloat before a booming voice ripped through the crowd.

“Let me try!”

Drake Thane tore forward, clad in a full set of titanium armor. He was different from a demon hunter. He was more practiced in speed, strength and other combat abilities. By the time he uttered the first word of his challenge, he was already moving. By the second, he’d already reached Cloudhawk with sword raised. His weapon hacked down with the final syllable.

A savage cut! The force of it kicked out a fan of dust. 

A semi-mystical ability like this came from pure force and not from a demon hunter’s god-given blessings. Two normal men standing in this blast’s path would be more than defeated – they would be smashed to pieces. That was Drake’s strength.

He didn’t feel his strike land.

An impact like being shot point blank with a handgun struck him in the chest. He looked down and saw a slice in his armor. Cloudhawk couldn’t match Drake in sheer speed, but he had an uncanny ability to predict where his opponent would be. The wastelander easily sidestepped his attack and delivered one of his own in one easy motion.

Drake very much appreciated the heavy armor encasing him. Without it, he would likely already be injured.

But how? Unbelievable! Drake stood there stunned but only for a second. Heaving his man-sized sword, he whipped it toward Cloudhawk again with enough force to split a river. It picked up speed and split into three searing blades of light. A rainbow of pain, it was certainly a force to be reckoned with.

The other students gaped at what they were seeing. How could he move as fast as a specter under all that armor? With a sword that large, how was he able to wield it like it weighed nothing?

Eddies of sand beside Cloudhawk hardened into a shield. The first two blades of light broke through the shield while also knocking him back. The last one slipped through, going right for Cloudhawk’s throat. Claudia’s rain of blows hadn’t overcome Cloudhawk’s defenses, but Drake had done it in two strikes. It was clear how much faster and stronger he was. There probably weren’t many in the crowd who thought they could take him, even the melee-focused demon hunters.

Drake wasn’t concerned that Cloudhawk might use his phase powers.

He understood it now. It was an irritating trick but was one that required time to summon. He didn’t give Cloudhawk any time. Using it also cut the wastelander’s speed. Drake wasn’t about to fall for the same trick twice.

I’m ready this time. I’m not giving you any chances. Do what you will. I’ll cut right through you. No messing around. What makes you think you have any chance against me?

This attack was overwhelming, faster and stronger than Cloudhawk could handle. Between Drake’s titanium armor and his nigh-impervious constitution, he didn’t fear reprisal from his new “captain.” Trading a few dozen wounds for a few hundred seemed worth the risk to him.

The wind rose, kicking up the sand.

Focusing his psychic powers, Cloudhawk turned the shield Drake broke through into half a dozen sand snakes. They were as large as boa constrictors and entangled Drake as he rushed in. They held tightest to his shoulder and right arm and eventually dragged him to a stop.

“Bastard! Let me go!” The soldier roared in protest and heaved his muscles. A few of the snakes crumbled, allowing him to wave his sword through the choking sands. 

Drake squared up and raised his sword in a posture that suggested he was ready to cut Cloudhawk in half. Only, as impressive as all that movement and shouting was, it gave Cloudhawk more than ample time to get out of the way. At the same time, there was a dark flash from his right hand. Another fissure from a black strike appeared soundlessly on Drake’s armor.

Drake was furious. He’d already been caught twice by this bastard’s sword. As Cloudhawk made a retreat, Drake jumped into the air. Both hands wrapped tightly around his sword’s hilt as he brought it down. Its edge glowed red from friction heat.

His sword was no relic, and Drake was no demon hunter. His weapon was a specially crafted sword from the Elysian lands.

Thanks to its unique construction, the sword was able to turn red hot in a fight. Nothing compared to what a demon hunter might do, but it was a terrifying addition to Drake’s already formidable person. The tungsten steel was a rare material in the Elysian lands with a melting point twice as high as normal steel. The heat coming off his weapon was searing but would not warp it.

Cloudhawk dodged again, and the sword cut a charred trench in the ground next to him. The stone was melted, and the gritty earth turned to glass. The blast of heat that swept by singed some of Cloudhawk’s hair.

Drake’s sword had certainly become more troubling, but it didn’t add much to his attack. Strong as he was, a single hit would end pretty much whatever it touched. Whether the sword was burning hot or not didn’t much matter aside from a scary appearance. It was the psychological pressure that was more effective.

A cloud of sand whipped around them. Currents of it carried Cloudhawk away from danger. Inwardly, Drake grunted in disapproval. Blind my senses to try and retreat? Hmph! I won’t give you the chance. See if you can get away from this!

He whipped around like a spinning top, remaining in place. Sand arrows coming at him from all directions were shattered in midair. The ground was quickly covered with sizzling red sand. It looked like a defensive maneuver, but Drake was actually gathering energy. The muscles in his arms and legs were as taut as bowstrings until he reached his limit. Then, his power was unleashed, surging through him inch by inch.

Boom--!

Those watching were treated to a stunning scene.

His spinning motion created a crater in the ground like it’d been hit with a bomb. But where the ground was depressed, he rose up only to launch forward with imperceptible speed.

Watching from the sidelines, Natessa’s expression betrayed her interest. “This is…”

Eckard nodded and finished her thought. “Inner Fire, a martial skill that draws on all of one’s latent potential. There aren’t many with the skill required to pull it off. The soldier gathers all of his power and then directs it from the inside out. He no longer needs to plant his feet to gain momentum from pushing off because the power all comes from within. He looks calm on the outside, but inside his body is a storm of energy. He wields it well and freely. The Thane family representative knows his stuff.”

Drake’s attack was so fast that it threatened to break the sound barrier. It was unthinkable to most people because someone moving that fast was subject to tremendous outside pressure. However, Drake’s body was as hard as iron, so he wasn’t worried as he moved through the air as fast as a bullet. He spun towards Cloudhawk like an arrow with his body being its shaft and his sword being its tip.

This was a high-level martial skill: Spearhead!

Soldiers like him couldn’t use psychic powers, so their abilities came from great physical feats. Their bodies were their main tools. “Spearhead” was an ability used when two armies met on the field to break through the enemy front lines. A demon hunter who could control all the elements was rare, but a martial artist like Drake bordered on the mythical.

Soldiers weren’t called martial artists because most didn’t elevate it to an art. Only those who could summon their true inner power could be called martial artists, and they were often formidable army leaders. Skycloud city’s greatest martial artist was none other than Grand General Skye himself. He was known as “the human relic” for that reason. His fists could literally crack mountains.

The only other organization with a higher concentration of martial artists was the Temple.

Skycloud’s preeminent organization had a special squad called templars. Few outsiders knew of this mysterious group that was composed mostly of demon hunters. No one dared underestimate what these guardians were capable of.

Exclamations of surprise rose up from the crowd.

Drake’s unique martial skill shot out like thunder. It was a display far outside of Cloudhawk’s expectations. People watched as Drake slipped through the sandy air, leading with his red-hot sword and spinning like a drill.

Was this how Cloudhawk would be defeated?

Drake didn’t expect to break his foe’s defenses with the spearhead attack. However, the point of it was indomitable forward motion – never backing down. How else could it be called a spearhead? It was too late for Drake to hold back even if he wanted to. He felt it clearly this time, a hit. His sword wasn’t met with air but with Cloudhawk’s body.

The blade was about two hands wide, and its edge burned at a thousand degrees. It ran Cloudhawk through as fast as a bullet. Even the most stubborn life would be snuffed out after a hit like that.


98 / Playing With Fire


There was no doubt about it. At the last, crucial moment, Drake had broken past Cloudhawk’s defenses.

Few soldiers were able to use the Spearhead maneuver effectively. Even someone like Eckard, were he in a similar position, would not have been able to use the maneuver as well as Drake had. He was the pride of Skycloud’s new military generation for just that reason. None of the twenty-something trainees that followed him to Hell Valley could stop Spearhead head-on. For Cloudhawk, caught with his defenses down, the sudden explosion of power from Drake was a disaster.

Had their new captain bitten off more than he could chew? His ass hadn’t even settled in his new seat before he started playing with fire too hot for him to handle.

Dumont and Eckard made a move to intervene once they saw Drake use Spearhead but were stopped by Natessa. They looked at her in doubt as Cloudhawk’s body was split gruesomely in half. Each side of his body hit the ground with a heavy thud.

Drake landed solidly on his feet. A maneuver like that was more than draining. To pull it off, he had to squeeze every last drop of power from his muscle cells. Every ounce of potential from deep in his bones had to be summoned, which meant that the burden imposed and the chances of injury were high. As a result, even the mighty Drake took heaving breaths as he tried to recover.

Was he… really dead? 

He felt a sharp presence against his throat.

He raised his hand to his neck guard to find it had been cut open. A serious gash split the skin of his neck, and fresh blood gushed from it. His hand came away soaked in crimson.

His throat was cut? But when!?

His eyes darted to the two halves of Cloudhawk still on the ground. It dissolved before him, blown away by the wind one yellow grain at a time. Sand. Where he might expect blood or organs, he found only molten grit.

H-…how was it sand? He was made of sand!

The panic was not Drake’s alone. None of the trainees could understand what happened right in front of them. After such an incredible showing, the soldier came back with his throat slit. He fell on his back with blood still spurting from the wound.

The body at his feet wasn’t Cloudhawk’s!

Cloudhawk’s true figure gradually materialized into reality behind Drake. Blood dripped from the black-gold sword in his hand, gathered along its biting edge. “I did it while you were attacking the fake.”

The sandstorm he’d conjured wasn’t a ploy to help him retreat. It was to confound his attacker while he used the Gospel of Sand to create a mirror image of himself. His weapon was completely silent and didn’t even cause much vibration from its impact, so in all the chaos, Drake never even noticed. By the time he did, it was too late.

The higher a relic’s grade, the more functions it had. Of course, lower-class relics had more limited uses. The exorcist rod, for instance, was used just for its brute force attacks. The Gospel of the Sands had many more applications. It was, after all, one of the treasures of the demon Caliph. Its potential was limitless.

Cloudhawk had to thank that strange spirit.

Without his inheritance, Cloudhawk wouldn’t have been able to match Claudia’s martial prowess. He certainly wouldn’t have been able to use the Gospel like he had. Absorbing the knowledge trapped in his benefactor’s skull, all of that experience in combat and in using relics had vastly improved all of his abilities.

Without it, could he afford to be so arrogant?

Slicing a normal man’s throat was lethal in all cases but not necessarily for Drake. Severing his carotid arteries and esophagus but leaving the spine intact wouldn’t kill him. [1] High levels of bodily control allowed him to quickly seal the wounds and begin the healing process, but it would take time [2]. The fight was done.

One left.

Cloudhawk rested his sword against his shoulder as he turned to face the final challenger. His eyes settled on the timid blonde-haired man. “Gabriel? Still interested in a scuffle?” he asked with a smirk.

Several dozen eyes turned to him. He bashfully scratched his head, clearly hesitating. “Let me think…”

As Cloudhawk watched, he saw the change come over Gabriel’s face. It twisted into a hideous snarl and a palpable sense of danger surged from him.

More specifically, that sense came from his sleeves. A ripple of power burst out almost right away. Was his hesitation a ploy? He’d been ready this whole time.

“Well, well… look at you.”

Cloudhawk was ready to rush in when he was first met with a wave consisting of almost imperceptible ripples. In his hurry, he carelessly touched a few. Cuts opened up all over his chest, arm, thigh, and even his cheek. Blood started to trickle free.

Not good!

He tried to step back, but there were more ripples behind him. Another series of cuts began to soak his back with blood. Caught by the strange attack, he could do nothing but stand as still as a statue and hope he didn’t touch anything else.

It was another surprise for the trainees. It was reasonable that they hadn’t seen Cloudhawk slit Drake’s throat. He’d used cloaking powers, after all. But what about this time? Gabriel stood just where he’d always been. He hadn’t even moved. Cloudhawk merely took a step forward and was sliced by some invisible – and impossibly sharp – weapon. 

Had they not noticed the blonde man act? He had to be a wind-focused demon hunter.

It was the same elemental proficiency displayed by the female instructor, Natessa. They were able to manipulate wind and air-type relics, but that didn’t necessarily mean their attacks were invisible. Besides, Gabriel hadn’t moved a muscle. He’d somehow attacked without warning or sound. [3]

What baffling talent for slaughter! It was terrifying and mysterious.

“So you figured it out? Extraordinary. So few are able to see through my attacks before they die. The truth is, I’ve already started the fight!” He smirked apologetically and scratched at his disheveled hair. Only, the seemingly innocent act of lifting his hand this way cast out a wave of deadly energy.

Cloudhawk whipped his sword before him to knock it aside, which resulted in a shower of sparks. He managed to block the most critical parts, but more cuts appeared on his hands and legs. The previous two challengers had not even managed to draw blood, only for Gabriel to immediately start to cut him apart. The spectators were still dumbfounded by what was happening.

Claudia shared their confusion.

She hated this psychopath as much as the other three, but she couldn’t help but admit surprise. Out in Deadwood Forest, he’d been on the ropes but was now showing a deep and mysterious power she would never have expected.

Careless! Too careless! That was the thought racing through Cloudhawk’s mind.

He stood in place, unmoving. His constricted pupils fixed on Gabriel as he spoke. “Wires?”

“You surprise me. You really do get it.” Gabriel almost sounded stunned when he responded. His fingers stretched out from within the sleeve, and one could just barely make out wires that were as thin as spider silk. “You’re right. This is my relic, ‘Shadestring’. While you were fighting Drake, I was arranging my net. At this point, I should warn you that they could slice right through tungsten steel. Soundless, invisible… most never see them coming.”

Claudia watched from the sidelines. She shut her eyes and focused on the tracking torque around her neck. It glimmered and sent a wave of energy through the entire field. All at once, her eyes popped open full of alarm. They were all over the place. Hundreds of threads wormed their way through the air, creating a deadly tapestry. It was especially dense around Gabriel. Each one was filled with intense energy and was thinner than a hair. They were too thin to see and too thin to reflect light. He was right – without some special skill, it would be all but impossible to notice them.

If Drake had tried his “Spearhead” move against Gabriel, he would have been sliced into thirty neatly carved chunks of meat before ever getting close. Gabriel’s psychic energy far outstripped Claudia’s and even Cloudhawk’s. He could stand shoulder-to-shoulder with senior demon hunters and would be their equal even at his young age.

You would never know by looking at him, but Gabriel had to have one of the strongest psychic abilities in the whole training camp. Even the most experienced demon hunters might struggle against him with his relic in hand.

Without question, Gabriel was the strongest contender of the three. He also had the advantage of the first move, having set up his net while Cloudhawk was busy with the others. Now, he controlled the entire field. Fatal threads lingered all around Cloudhawk like the fingers of death.

“We all appreciate art.” Gabriel’s smile was bashful and modest. “Naberius calls himself a sculptor, but I prefer weaving myself. You’re definitely strong, but you have no hope of beating us in this situation. You should just give up.”

“You’re so sure you’ll win?”

“You have many talents, but tracking is not one of them. Even though you know my wires are all around, you have no way to tell exactly where. How can you fight what you can’t see?”

“If I want to know where your strings are, then I will. I don’t need my eyes. I can hear them.”

It wasn’t a boast. If Oddball could see through any disguise, then it had no problem seeing each of Gabriel’s threads. However, his connection with the bird was still tenuous. Fighting with Oddball’s help wasn’t as effective as relying on his own talents.

One must remember that Shadestring was a relic. Cloudhawk could hear its resonance.

There were at least eight threads surrounding him at the moment. He could feel them. Psychic energies thrummed through each one, which allowed Gabriel to control them without ever having to move.

He lifted a hand. “If that’s the case, then I won’t hold back.”

The eight threads whipped toward Cloudhawk.

He immediately summoned the phase stone’s power as they swept by. The force with which they tore through him very nearly overcame the stone’s phase field. They would’ve carved him up on the spot, but instead, they harmlessly passed through him. A boulder a short distance away suddenly split into sixteen pieces. The surface edges of these pieces had been cleaved into mirror sheens. Grooves in the ground showed where the lines had passed. They looked like they had been carved by the wicked claws of a demon.

Gabriel frowned. He wasn’t bluffing. He really could sense them. But how?

Shadestring was one of the most dangerous relics on record due in no small part to its almost impossible-to-see attacks. Without this advantage, the threat it posed was greatly reduced.

So be it, he thought. It didn’t weaken Gabriel’s faith.

“So you use your phasing at last, hm? It’s an incredible power, but it has strict limitations. That intangibility works against someone who’s your equal, but my psychic ability is far beyond what you can handle. Eight threads? Fine. What about sixteen? Thirty-two? Sixty-four? What about a hundred? What do you think will happen when they reach a thousand?”

Both of his hands shot out.

He felt Gabriel’s psychic power reach through all the threads around him. Gabriel had become a spider, and every thread was an extension of his murderous will. They were both the source of his deadly attacks and the crux of his defense.

Was Cloudhawk really out of his depths this time?

If he’d known what Gabriel could do, he wouldn’t have been so cocky! But, regret wasn’t going to win him anything. Now that he knew what Gabriel was capable of, he wasn’t so sure this was a fight he could win.

1. The carotid arteries are the two arteries on either side of the neck. They’re the main arteries supplying the brain with blood and oxygen. It’s the one you see people checking when they put their fingers on someone’s throat to look for a pulse. Without the blood supply from the carotids, Drake would have had six minutes before brain death.

2. Better be less than six minutes

3. Wind, as it relates to Chinese medicinal theory, is blamed for a lot of bad things. It conveys illness into the body through your nose, mouth, and pores. It can arise internally to wreak havoc. So, it would make sense that Gabriel would be a wind-type considering his mental status. It makes one wonder if Natessa is a little off her rocker…


99 / Mortal Coils


Gabriel twitched a finger, and the ground split open.

He twitched another, and stones crumbled.

Cloudhawk juked among them to the best of his ability, treading the line between life and death with every step. His life literally hung by a thread.

Gabriel, meanwhile, was as calm as he could be. His confidence was deserved, for threads hovered over every part of their battlefield. Attacks could come from any directions, and no matter where Cloudhawk went, there were more to meet him. If the strings could slice through tungsten as Gabriel claimed, one shuddered to think what they could do to a human body.

What could Cloudhawk do besides relying on his phase stone?

“You think you can just hide?” Gabriel’s smirk widened. “Let’s see how you handle this,” he warned.

He simply crossed two of his fingers.

Cloudhawk sensed a hundred minute threads interweaving. They started to close in like a dragnet. Like a hawk in a birdcage, he was caught. With a flick of his wrist, Gabriel tightened the net. Stones caught in its path broke apart with frightening vigor.

The rest of the camp watched from a safe distance.

The edges could be seen because of the marks left on the ground. A hundred tiny fissures within a ten-meter radius started to extend towards him. Everything in their paths was carved to pieces. Even though the others couldn’t see what Gabriel was using to attack, the unsettling fact that it was closing in from all sides was obvious. His seamless, inexorable assault on Cloudhawk seemed unavoidable.

The net wasn’t closing in very fast, but that just made the terror worse. If Cloudhawk wanted to risk forcing his way through, he would have to contend with at least ten of those threads. He was certain that trying that would only serve to slice him to ribbons even with the phase stone’s power. Gabriel already had his second attack planned as well in the event Cloudhawk somehow managed to avoid the collapsing prison.

Shadestring’s wires crept closer, thin as silk and invisible under the light. Most frustrating was Gabriel’s precise control. They moved only as necessary and shadowed their target. No matter how Cloudhawk moved, there seemed to be no way for him to avoid critical injury.

“You think you can tie me down with strings? Watch me break ‘em!”

Cloudhawk threw his cloak around him, vanishing from view. He followed by shoving his black-gold sword into the net and pulling. The strings offered some resistance but ultimately warped and began to snap until there was a wide enough opening for him to slip through.

Gabriel’s eyes widened. “How?”

Cloudhawk slowly reappeared. “It wasn’t hard to see that the strength and length of the threads depend on how much psychic energy is being channeled through them. Your focus changes from one to the other, and the ones you claim can cut tungsten are the strongest few. As far as I can tell, I can’t get through those. But the others? The weaker ones? My sword is more than good enough.”

Demon hunters with common perception couldn’t pick out the threads because they were extensions of Gabriel’s body. He moved them as easily as his own limbs. Meanwhile, relics like Claudia’s torque could mark them, but there was a delay between pulses. There was a long enough interval that Gabriel could change the whole tapestry before the next pulse arrived. 

For Cloudhawk to be capable of knowing exactly where they were at all times was unthinkable. Furthermore, he could do more than that. Aside from being able to read the whole pattern, he also knew which threads were weak and which were strong. 

Gabriel had anticipated that Cloudhawk might, by some miracle, find a way through the net. Thus, he interspersed the strongest threads throughout it to avoid just such a thing.

The result, however, was that Cloudhawk found the weakest point and neatly cut a hole. Gabriel’s masterful plan was rendered worthless. Not even a high ranking demon hunter could do what he did!

Stern concentration hardened Gabriel’s face. He poured his focus through the woven threads, and they began to move. The whole network of threads hummed with increased power. Avoiding his next offensive wasn’t going to be as easy.

Show me. Show me how long you can hold out!

All ten fingers rose, galvanizing a hundred deadly wires!

Gabriel’s tapestry was invisible to the audience. They could only guess at its intensity based on the rifts appearing along the ground. They watched as it descended on Cloudhawk like a strange, imperceptible gale. Cloudhawk would vanish and reappear, but everywhere he went, stones and trees were being sliced apart.

There was no doubt that this attack would be fatal if Cloudhawk could not find a way out. But, it was completely silent and completely invisible!

Cold sweat rolled down the backs of all who watched. They couldn’t help but imagine themselves in that position. What if they were the ones facing Gabriel’s tyrannical assault? How long would they last? Within seconds, they would be sliced to pieces! Cloudhawk, on the other hand, was managing to dodge everything that came at him. Meanwhile, he was also gathering strength and preparing his counterattack. A mass of sand had appeared over his head. Granules whirled around each other for a handful of seconds like a gathering storm cloud until it blotted out the sun. Wide-eyed, the trainees gasped.

“Go!”

The entire mass gushed forward, formless but as intense as a waterfall. 

That was his plan. Against anything of substance, Gabriel’s threads were a deadly threat. But against the formless, they had no worth. The tidal wave of sand was mighty. It was obvious from the sound and momentum. If Cloudhawk put half of his psychic power behind it, it would be like the stampede of a herd of bulls. Gabriel’s relatively frail constitution would be flattened.

Beautiful!

The eyes of the other students lit up. What an incredible display!

The wall of sand was reflected in Gabriel’s vivid eyes. The corners of his mouth twitched upward in a smile, for he knew what it had to cost Cloudhawk. He gestured with his fingers, and the threads retreated. As deftly as though moved by the hands of a master weaver, they drilled into the ground, whipping back and forth. 

“Rise!”

His hands went up just as the tide of sand was descending upon him. The earth before him split, and a huge section of it was heaved up by a mesh of threads. It was just large enough to protect him as the sand came surging by. It crashed into his makeshift shield of rock and soil and could not break through.

Many of the granules disappeared once they struck the earthen shield, evaporated like water on hot metal. 

This caused Eckard to lift his brows in surprise. “What’s this?”

Natessa offered an explanation. “Shadestring is an ancient and powerful artifact. Killing isn’t all it can do. A skilled user can manipulate objects by infusing the threads with sufficient psychic energy. Weaving the threads underground and then lifting it up was how Gabriel formed his wall. The net also radiates with power, enough to evaporate the unnatural sand summoned by Cloudhawk. That is what happens when the power of two relics meet.”

“That tricky, eh?” Eckard’s face was grim. “No way around it.”

“All things, in reality, live in a state of mutual support and mutual destruction,” she explained. [1] “Shadestring is indeed very tricky, but its defect is just as obvious. For instance, against fire or wind-type powers, it loses efficacy. [2] Against a demon hunter with superior power, his threads could be overcome through sheer force.”

Eckard nodded. “Cloudhawk doesn’t have any relics of those types, and he doesn’t have the psychic power Gabriel has. He took a gamble with that last attack, and it cost him. All that squandered strength. It doesn’t look like he’s gonna win this one.”

For all the talking he did, Dumont might as well have been a mute. He simply nodded in silent agreement.

None of the instructors were expecting this sort of talent from their students. There was even a ghost of dread in Eckard’s heart. Strong as he was, there wasn’t anything he could do to protect himself from the blonde youth’s undetectable attacks. If he wasn’t careful, he might accidentally wander into a deathtrap without knowing. He’d be sliced up before he could defend himself.

How was Cloudhawk supposed to overcome this challenge? Any way one looked at it, he was caught in a losing battle.

“Cloudhawk isn’t as simple as he seems,” Eckard said after a moment. “He’s got some good combat experience, some things even I don’t fully get. That doesn’t come from talent. It comes from countless days out on the battlefield. It’s beaten into you by conflict. But, he’s so young. Skills like what I’m seeing would be impossible even if he came out his momma’s womb swinging his fists. Crazy… Shame he’s a demon hunter. He’d make quite a martial artist.”

“Who says a demon hunter can’t master his inner strength and became a martial artist?” Natessa challenged him in her soft voice. “This battle is not over yet. Keep watching. There is more to see.”

Cloudhawk was already grasping at straws. Was there really more up his sleeves?

His wave of sand hadn’t so much as scratched Gabriel. Meanwhile, Gabriel was making Cloudhawk dance like a puppet with his strings. What were his last attacks but ways to find out what the wastelander’s limits were? He knew now what Cloudhawk was capable of: his force, defense, and every quality in addition to the capabilities of his relics. He’d calculated it all and knew that Cloudhawk had to be mentally exhausted. Meanwhile, Gabriel had used only half of his limit. His prey couldn’t keep up the fight for much longer.

Alright, this has dragged on for long enough. Time to end it.

Gabriel shoved his hands forward, causing the screen of dirt and rocks to explode forth. Deadly strings and rocky shrapnel shot towards Cloudhawk. Yet, the instant he allowed his guard to drop, Gabriel’s eyes were blinded by a gust of sand. The air turned as opaque as muddy waters. He couldn’t see more than ten meters in any direction.

There it was!

Cloudhawk’s wave of sand had looked like his final hope to try and bury Gabriel. In truth, it was meant to make his opponent draw up his defenses. If your enemy couldn’t see you, there were limitless ways one could attack! Cloudhawk hid himself in the tidal wave, buying enough time to scout and prepare. Staying passive was not his style.

“You’re clever but not clever enough to beat me.”

1. This refers to a tenet of five element theory. The theory posits that all things are made of a combination of wind, water, fire, earth, metal, and wood. Not the elements themselves, necessarily, but the properties of these elements. These elements reside in a delicate balance where one simultaneously “feeds” one element and “drains” another. Here is a chart to explain. Complicated, I know. There’s a reason traditional medicine doctors study for five years before they’re allowed to pick up a needle. The two basic cycles are the “sheng” or support cycle and the “ke” or restriction cycle. Support works like this: fire supports earth (like how the ground is more fertile after a forest fire), earth supports metal (the compression and component-rich ground create metal), metal supports water (I got nothing for this one), water supports wood, and wood supports fire (obvious). On the other end is the restriction cycle as follows: fire restricts metal (metal melts), metal restricts wood (metal cuts down trees), wood restricts earth (woodlands take over plains), earth restricts water (stops encroaching oceans, rivers), and water restricts fire (obvious). The things in parentheses are just how I remember the relationships. Long story short, now you know the theory behind what Natessa is talking about.

2. “Fire restricts metal.” See? Cool, right?


100 / Who Else?


Gabriel twitched his fingers, and his motion was answered by a series of vibrations along the strings. Because the filaments were all tangled together, the vibrations spread into all of them. They grew stronger as they traveled until the air hummed like Gabriel had plucked a guitar string. However, the keen resonance was like no stringed instrument anyone had ever heard.

Nature’s greatest weaver was the spider. To them, each strand of silk was like an extension of the self. By applying even the slightest pressure on their threads, they were able to exert absolute control over their domain. Gabriel could achieve the same result. Cloudhawk couldn’t hide anywhere where his threads extended.

“I found you!”

Gabriel clenched his hands, and the threads closed in. He was determined to finish this contest right here, right now.

For the moment, Cloudhawk remained in his phase state, but the flaw was obvious. He might be immune to harm, but neither could he harm anyone else. Moreover, while he was between dimensions, moving around was more difficult. With another pass from Gabriel’s threads and his psychic energy quickly waning, how much longer could Cloudhawk keep this up?

Inwardly, Gabriel had to admire his opponent.

The fact that Cloudhawk was in possession of so many relics at his young age didn’t matter much. More striking was their varied types. Gabriel had never met anyone who could use so many different kinds of relics. It was frankly incredible. Given time, Cloudhawk would almost definitely grow to become stronger than Gabriel. But, for now, he was still green.

Good enough. Time to begin!

His hands rose, revealing his next offensive.

Another net, much thicker and stronger than the last, fell over the area. It was the same as before except that this time, Cloudhawk was out of strength and Gabriel had poured more energy into his threads. The mesh was finer and the filaments were stronger. No blade was going to carve an opening this time.

It was over! Gabriel clenched his fist.

The net contracted, leaving its telltale marks along the ground. The indomitable crush of wires sent a shiver through the crowd.

Cloudhawk felt it coming from above his head and under his feet. North, south, east and west. His enemy’s web was closing in all around. Dangerous did not begin to describe his predicament. A moment of carelessness would turn him into a corpse. Meanwhile, Gabriel was speculating on how Cloudhawk would respond.

Sitting around and waiting for death was definitely not Cloudhawk’s style. But, with the net closing in and with nowhere to go, he wasn’t left with many options. Phasing was his only choice, but once the field enveloped him, he would be forced to slow way down. The net consisting of hundreds of threads would be on him. The longest he could hope to persist was three seconds before his mental energy was totally drained.

Would that be enough? Gabriel couldn’t think of any other way Cloudhawk could evade him.

Cloudhawk did not pause. He threw up his cloak and vanished once again into thin air. As the net continued to draw in, he raced to the border. With the phase stone activated, Cloudhawk attempted to slip through. They fought him, but he eventually managed to fight through the resistance.

Invisibility again?

Gabriel found that he couldn’t even determine Cloudhawk’s position through the string’s vibrations anymore, but he did not remain idle. He gathered another large net of filaments and sent it through his string prison. It swept across the circular field, but upon reaching the other side –

Bastard! He already escaped?

Cloudhawk was faster than he gave him credit for. By the time he realized his error, a black gold sword was hacking towards his face. But… Cloudhawk had to use the phase stone to escape his net, which would have slowed him down. How did the wastelander appear in front of him so quickly? It was as if he hadn’t been slowed at all.

What Gabriel did not know was that Cloudhawk’s cloak was also an exceptional relic. It didn’t just make him invisible. It also sharply increased his speed. It and the phase stone made a very effective pair, for the former negated the stone’s drawbacks. He slipped through Gabriel’s net almost the instant he summoned it.

Most of his threads were tied up in the net. What was left for him to use in his defense?

Hastily pulling a few strings free, Gabriel whipped them into the sword’s path. The force of their collision knocked him back several paces. For a moment, the two struggled. Cloudhawk heaved his sword against the filaments, and they started to give way. Quiet Carnage’s keen edge inched closer to Gabriel’s face. He couldn’t compete with Cloudhawk’s strength. Gabriel’s handsome face seemed destined to be horribly maimed.

“Naberius, it’s your turn!”

There were two people locked in the young man’s body – or, more accurately, two souls. Naberius was his darker side, and once he awakened, his bloodthirst would not be abated. However, his malignant nature came with at least twice the speed and strength Gabriel possessed. With Cloudhawk weakened, how was he going to fend off the madman?

He had to deal with him before Naberius woke up.

A bestial growl rumbled deep in Cloudhawk’s throat. Veins engorged throughout his eyes, and a crimson fire burned in the depths of his pupils. All the white turned sanguine red, becoming nightmarish to behold.

Pop! Snap! Gabriel’s strings were breaking though Quiet Carnage kept them silent. He only knew by the sharp vibrations he felt as they were severed.

Gabriel felt Naberius stirring within. The tides would turn when the sculptor came out, he knew. He just had to hold on. The two men stared eye-to-eye, and Gabriel could see the burning fires. A stifling intensity was crushing him like he could stop breathing at any moment. Those fires were almost infectious, reflecting in Gabriel’s wide emerald gaze. It was haunting.

He felt a psychic power engulf him. To him, it felt like his brain was splitting in his skull. 

Cloudhawk’s sword bit into pale flesh. A spray of blood burst out!

With a cry, Gabriel hit the ground and rolled several meters away. The cut stretched from his shoulder down to his abdomen, deep enough to cut into the cavities below. Writhing organs became visible to the naked eye. None of the wounds were lethal, for Cloudhawk had held himself back. It was the only reason Gabriel was still alive.

Gabriel took a long time to recover cognizance. He shook his head, extinguishing the crimson fires that lingered in his green eyes. Little by little, he felt the dictatorial presence in his mind recede. Although his physical wounds were grave, the thing that terrified him the most was how Cloudhawk had gotten into his head.

What had he done? With just a look, he almost totally shattered my mind! For just a moment, Gabriel had completely lost himself in those fires like a helpless lamb to the slaughter.

It happened in an instant, so quick that even the instructors didn’t notice. But, at moments like that, on the razor’s edge between life and death, everything could be decided in an instant.

Beyond the fact that it happened at all, most incredible was that his power was not derived from any relic. It came from somewhere inside him. He’d never heard of anyone doing something like that without a relic to focus their power. It was unnatural. Yet, Cloudhawk had somehow managed to do it.

All of it was simply beyond the reality he knew.

Gabriel looked up at whatever monster this was. Cloudhawk stood over him, catching his breath. He returned Quiet Carnage to the sheath on his back. Dozens of wounds crisscrossed his body, but the threads caused very narrow wounds. Even now, they were stitching closed, and none of them were a serious threat.

“I’ve lost.”

His admission was a great relief.

Cloudhawk looked out over the crowd. In a voice thick with pride and anger, he shouted, “Who else?!”

The others exchanged quiet glances. He could still fight? He went on as they shifted uncomfortably. “If no one else wants to take a shot, then it’s decided!”

Shit, he is shameless. Cloudhawk could barely stand, but he was still putting himself up on a pedestal! Yet, after what they’d just witnessed, no one dared look down on the crude young man. He didn’t take Claudia, Drake, and Gabriel on all at once, but he did still beat them in succession. Each was a formidable opponent. He was strong – at least strong enough to be captain.

“You three!” Cloudhawk turned his eyes onto his defeated opponents. “There’s a price to pay for everything we do in this world. If you don’t pay for your pride, then anyone will feel like he can challenge his captain at any time. You’ve failed, so now you’re going to tell me how to punish you for it.”

Gabriel responded the fastest. “I accept your leadership. Anyone who wants to challenge you in the future will have to get through me first!”

Drake heaved a sigh. “From now on, I’ll listen to your every command or be subjected to punishment by military law.”

Cloudhawk nodded in satisfaction. His eyes darted to the last challenger.

Claudia felt a churning in her stomach like she’d swallowed a fistful of flies. She knew if she let him open his mouth again, the insult would be unbearable. She spoke up, “A loss is a loss. I have nothing to say. I never had any interest in the position anyway.”

That was an unacceptable attitude. She couldn’t even suffer through a simple pledge of loyalty? However, Cloudhawk didn’t care. He accepted it.

There were others out there in the crowd, trainees with more talent and abilities he wouldn’t necessarily be a match for. But now, Drake and Gabriel were firmly in hand and convinced of his superiority. Claudia wasn’t happy with the result, but she had lost in full view of everyone. She would have no choice but to listen to his orders. Victory had earned Cloudhawk three mighty henchmen.

Whether or not there were others who disagreed with Cloudhawk’s appointment, they wouldn’t be foolish enough to try their hand now. It wasn’t just Cloudhawk they had to contend with anymore. Anyone who wanted the title for themselves would have to be good enough to get through those three before they even had a shot.

“Good. Very good. Now you’ve got yourself some underlings!” Eckard nodded delightedly as he made his way to Cloudhawk. “You’ve proven yourself as captain. You all have a day to get your shit together. Then, the training starts! Dismissed!”

Eckard turned away.

Natessa gave him a slight nod. Then, the three instructors each went their separate ways.


101 / The Barracks


Two assistant instructors led the students and two teams of veterans to the designated area. There, they began to explain the rules of Hell Valley.

“One. Obey any order given to you by military staff.”

“Two. No fraternizing between the sexes and no fraternizing within the sexes either.”

“Three. Do not contradict your superiors. Adhere to military law.”

“All the rest is written here. I’m not going to go over it. Make sure you familiarize yourselves.” One of the assistants impatiently threw a volume towards Cloudhawk. “Remember, you’re the captain here. They are following you, and that means they are your responsibility. Any praise or punishment falls on you too.”

That was some bullshit. Cloudhawk could barely handle himself, much less other people. How was he supposed to make sure the rules were followed?

“You all aren’t here for a pleasant life experience. Remember that.” The assistant seemed to think of something and then returned his attention to Cloudhawk. “Starting now until the moment you leave, each of you is part of a special military unit. You will train with other teams and will join them on missions. You should give your team a name.”

“Tartarus. How’s that?”

Cloudhawk settled on it right away, a tribute to his days in the wastelands.

“Up to you. If you wanna call your team the Dogshits, then that’s what we’ll call you. Alright, this’ll be where you lay your heads for the time being.”

A series of makeshift camps had been built among the ruins of Hell Valley outpost. When viewed from above, one could see that the place had turned into a tent city. The other military officers had their tents arranged in a circle around Cloudhawk’s Tartarus team, which was stationed in its own burlap barracks.

The assistant didn’t explain any further. He was impatient to leave.

“Wait!” Someone called out from the crowd. Claudia stepped forward with a dissatisfied expression. “We’re sleeping in the same tent as the men?”

About a fourth of their team consisted of young women. She was voicing all of their concerns. Were they supposed to all cram into the same tent, eat, and sleep together?

“Who told you to speak? Are you the captain? What makes you think you have the right to open your fuckin’ mouth?” The assistant glared at her. “Get out here. Two lashes!”

Several soldiers stepped forward to grab her. Cloudhawk was just about to gloat when he felt his hands being wrenched behind his back.

The two assistants pulled out their whips and quickly delivered two strikes each. Each one bit hard into their skin, more savage than being hacked at by a sword. Cloudhawk had escaped a beating several times already only to suffer one now.

“What the fuck are you hitting me for?!”

“You’re being punished for failing to keep your team disciplined.” The man’s cold eyes turned to the others. “Remember, we don’t give a shit about what equipment you got between your legs. Bother me with this baby shit again and you’ll be begging for only two lashes! Now, let’s get the fuck outta here.”

The trainees exchanged silent looks. The assistants and the soldiers filed out.

With his hands in his pockets, Gabriel walked up to Cloudhawk and asked how he was. The wastelander hopped back up to his feet. It was only two lashes, after all. However, those two had beaten the sense of accomplishment clean out of him. If he’d known what being captain meant, he wouldn’t have accepted.

Because of Claudia, Cloudhawk had to feel the sting of their whips. She didn’t show any sign of regret when she looked his way or anything resembling apologetic. She just stared at him.

Cloudhawk had to laugh.

“What are you laughing at?”

“You need to ask? You, obviously!” Claudia was about to lunge at him, so Cloudhawk lifted his hands to stop her. “Cut it out. You know you can’t beat me, and it’s against military rules. Next time, it won’t be just two lashes, and you know it. Like it or not, we’re roommates for a few years. Can’t you show a little respect to your superior?”

Claudia’s hands were curled into white-knuckled fists, and her frown dug deep grooves in her face. But, she didn’t say a word as she stormed towards the barracks.

Cloudhawk muttered as she left, “You know, you remind me of a friend. The Bloodsoaked Queen… you don’t compare to her on any level, of course. Only, you might be even more stubborn. I don’t think I’ve ever met anyone more hard-nosed than you.”

“Enough! What’s so good about your friend, huh? Don’t compare me to her!”

Claudia pulled open the tent door and stomped inside.

Gabriel sauntered over with a grin on his face. “That one sure as hell wants to see you dead. You aren’t even a little worried?”

“If she’s gonna try and kill me, she’ll try it to my face. I’m not scared.” Cloudhawk spared a glance for the blonde-haired man and his timid smirk. “In fact, it’s you I’m worried about. I know what you can do, and what you’re hiding.”

Gabriel shrugged. “Frost wanted you dead,” he said helplessly. “I didn’t like him much, but Naberius and I have taken a liking to you. Since I’m not going back to Skycloud anyway, I’ve chosen to abandon the mission. Truly.”

The inside of the barracks was larger than it seemed from the outside. There were enough beds for a standard military platoon. Thirty people didn’t fill it, so there was plenty of elbow room. With the extra space, they chose to split the tent down the middle: men on the left and women on the right. The central area where they were expected to wash had to be shared. On the one hand, there wasn’t much water, and on the other, none of the bathrooms were private.

At any rate, this was the best Cloudhawk could do for the women in his team, and they appreciated his efforts. A few asked Claudia about how she knew Cloudhawk and where he’d come from. She kept a blank face and didn’t answer.

Everyone else continued to give Cloudhawk the cold shoulder.

There was nothing for it. Most of the trainees came from noble stock or military families. A family as prolific as the Lunaes had members who were governors, officers, or held other high positions. Most here were in their earlier twenties. A few were younger. To have so much talent at such young ages, they were definitely the future of Skycloud domain. As such, why would they submit to someone like Cloudhawk?

He was lowborn and nameless among the elite. Aside from Claudia, no one had ever heard of Cloudhawk before now. He was the youngest among them as well. For him to be made captain was completely out of the blue. [1] It would be strange if these haughty Elysians chose to follow him.

“Hey Cloudhawk, aren’t you going to do something?” Drake pulled off his heavy armor and shared a word with him. His voice was still hoarse. It appeared the wound Cloudhawk had dealt him wasn’t entirely healed yet. But, Cloudhawk had to admit he didn’t really understand. Do what?

Drake leaned in and whispered, “The people here are all nobles or people with talent. Make them comrades-in-arms, brothers and sisters of the battlefield. Be their leader. If you do it well, it’ll help you in the long run! After all, everyone here is going on to do great things when we leave this place. Don’t waste the opportunity to create a network!”

Drake was pretty straightforward, and his logic was solid.

But, Cloudhawk yawned and maintained his disinterested demeanor. He was unambitious, the sort to go with the flow. One could maybe even write him off as a hopeless cause. Cloudhawk didn’t have any interest in writing a legend for himself or in performing any great deeds. He certainly wasn’t interested in being some sort of hero. A network didn’t mean anything to him. That’s why he didn’t worry about offending anyone.

But… if Drake wanted him to say a few things, then he might as well.

“Alright everyone, listen up.”

“Since none of you could do better, they made me the captain of our team. You all can keep plotting ways to take me down. Anyone who wants to take a shot can. Hell, I encourage it. But, if I give an order and you decide not to follow it, or if you try and fuck with me, I’m not gonna let it slide. You hear what I’m saying?”

Drake was mortified. This was not what he had in mind.

He was practically begging for people to challenge him, even threatening them. He had to think about what sort of people these trainees were. His threats were only going to piss them off.

“Enough bullshit. As your captain, I’m gonna give my first order, so listen up.” Cloudhawk pulled off his boots and leaned on his bed. He still wore his armor, and his sword rested loosely in his hand. “From now on, you keep your clothes on when you sleep. Your weapons never leave your side.”

“That’s so uncomfortable!” A baby-faced woman with a ponytail whined at him. “Who are you to tell us how to sleep?”

“Yeah!” An effeminate, scrawny man joined in the complaints. He squawked in a painfully duck-like voice. “You’re micromanaging.”

Everyone seemed puzzled by his decision.

“You want me to tell you why?” Cloudhawk huffed at them, “Because I – your captain – hate sleeping. I especially hate sleeping in beds. And if I don’t like it, then none of you get to. It’s that simple. Anyone who disagrees is violating military law. Gabby here will be taking names so the assistants know who to whip in the morning. You there. The pansy. You saw what I can do. You want to try your luck?”

“Who are you calling a pansy!?” the pansy shrieked.

Cloudhawk heard the hum of a relic before he saw drops of water begin to gather around the frail man. Each one was about the size of a fingernail, but there were twenty to thirty of them in total. Each one was infused with power and was sure to strike with the force of a bullet.

Gabriel rolled his eyes. He didn’t know what he was going to do about Cloudhawk and his attitude.

“Everyone, listen up!” Drake couldn’t listen to any more of this. He shot to his feet. “Cloudhawk’s point is we need to be ready for anything at any time. We have to be able to respond to any threat. I’m a soldier. I used to be in charge of eight hundred men, and I know how new recruits are treated. We’ll be rounded up at a moment’s notice, and by now, you know how they treat stragglers here. Better be safe than sorry.”

The effeminate man was quiet, but the droplets of water continued to rotate around his body.

“Caspian Black, show me a little respect.”

“Hmph.” The androgynous one called Caspian rolled his eyes. “For you, no. But, I’ll show my respect for the Thane family.”

He dismissively waved his hand. The water droplets splattered against the floor.

Except, they didn’t. To everyone’s surprise, the droplets bounced like rubber balls half a meter above the ground. They hopped around for a little while before melting into a pool.

The other trainees gave the pansy odd looks. What a strange power. He was obviously a water-type demon hunter.

Cloudhawk barely spared him a glance, but inside, his mind whirred. Shit… fuckin’ creepy sissy.

Gabriel yawned theatrically. “That’s enough of that. Sleep, let’s go.”

Claudia had no respect for Cloudhawk or his orders but followed them all the same. She obediently lied on the bed fully clothed with her weapon nearby. She leaned back on the hard cot and stretched her legs out.

Just as she was about to shut her eyes, a sweet voice whispered in her ear, “Claudia… who is this guy? You two seem to have a history.”

The girl looked to be about sixteen years old, one of the youngest. She was the baby-faced one who was thin and had a ponytail on either side of her head. Her big eyes and innocent features made her look entirely harmless. Back in Skycloud, though, she went by the nickname “Demon Kitten.” Beneath her adorable exterior was someone who would murder without blinking those big beautiful eyes. Claudia had no interest in getting any closer to her. She was already too close for comfort.

“He’s no good. Best to leave him alone.”

“Oh…”

Felina slowly blinked her big eyes as she stared curiously at Cloudhawk.

Cloudhawk didn’t pay any mind to her or anyone else. He lay on his cot with his hands folded behind his head with one leg crossed over the other.

He now had Drake and Gabriel in his corner. Together, they would be able to handle anything short of a master demon hunter. As such, no one was going to thoughtlessly make a move. They weren’t going to win a fight. Staying out of trouble and leaving it at that was what everyone was thinking.

Felina’s lips pulled back into a sweet smile. “He sure is an interesting guy.”

Given his appearance, she assumed he was perhaps a few years older. In truth, the two were about the same age. [2]

1. The Chinese is “as though he had popped out of the rocks”. I may be way off base, but I think this is in reference to a quasi-trope in China about supernatural beings emerging from innocuous objects. The Monkey King, for example, pops out of a “stone egg.” A famous cartoon called gourd boy was born from – you guessed it – a gourd.

2. In Chinese, she referred to him as a “little big brother”, a term of quasi-endearment for men who are slightly older than you.  Since it doesn't translate well into English, we just went with 'guy'.


102 / Talent


The next day, before the morning sun crept into the barracks tent…

A loud alarm bell sounded. Its harsh sound shattered the trainees’ sleep.

Years in the wastelands had taught Cloudhawk to be a light sleeper. Even the slightest change in light, temperature, or sound was enough to wake him up. He was the first one of his team to climb out of bed.

Oddball came to as well. It turned its puffy little head to the left and right a few times. Its keen eyes fixed on a spot outside of the barracks tent. Cloudhawk’s companion seemed to see something out of the ordinary because it began tweeting furiously.

What’s up?

A creeping sense of disquiet came over him. “Get down!”

The others were nursing aches and pains earned from days of hard work and uncomfortable cots. The disorienting haze of sleep quickly fled at Cloudhawk’s scream. Although they didn’t know what was going on, the sharp noise of something whistling through the air was obvious. Instincts kicked in, and they hit the dirt.

An arrow ripped through the burlap tent and into one of the beds. It drilled right through, leaving a sizable hole behind.

That was just the beginning. Moments later, hundreds more arrows followed, all as fast as bullets and far more deadly. Beds were shot to splinters from arrows that lanced like lasers through their tent. Shards of wood exploded everywhere.

“Everyone, out!”

Cloudhawk led the others towards the exit, scrambling along the floor on all fours. Outside, their sleeping quarters were surrounded by several hundred soldiers with bows. No wonder they’d been attacked by so many at once. It was a whole archer corps out here!

If they hadn’t been sleeping in their armor, they wouldn’t have been able to respond as quickly. Without Cloudhawk’s warning, many of his team would have awakened to arrows in their guts. Groggy and wounded, they wouldn’t have stood a chance. 

It would have been flat-out murder! 

Cloudhawk shot to his feet and called to his team, “Form up!”

The others arranged themselves into four lines. In a few short seconds, Tartarus squad was at attention.

The sun had yet to rise over the horizon. It had to be about four in the morning. The veteran soldiers were already standing in orderly rows with team captains at the fore. Tartarus squad’s own assistant instructors were also standing nearby. In the middle of them all was a man-shaped fortress clad from head to toe in armor. It was one of the giants of Hell Valley, Dumont.

Dumont stared at the trainees that were already in their lines. Narrows eyes peered doubtfully through the slit in his helmet, but he had to admit that this new batch was especially vigilant.

One of the assistants marched off at a brisk pace. His sonorous voice blasted through the camp, “Hell’s Army is assembled. Marching orders are fifty kilometers of cross-country training. Move out!”

Fifty kilometers? Even through it was through the valley’s rough terrain, it didn’t sound so bad. A little challenging maybe, that’s all. At the assistant’s command, the veteran teams fell into position, one after another. 

Cloudhawk allowed himself to take a breath. “You heard him. Fifty kilometers long distance training, let’s go!”

“Stop! Not yet.”

The assistants walked over. They forced the members of Tartarus squad to shoulder weighty packs. Fifty kilometers stretched out before them. They were running the same distance as the veterans except their training would be different. “Your job is to haul this weight fifty kilometers across the valley. You got five hours – miss the deadline and it’s five lashes. The slowest half of your team to get there will get three lashes. Now move!”

Everyone’s faces fell. They weren’t at all prepared for this.

The sack on Cloudhawk’s shoulders weighed at least several hundred kilograms. Strong as he was, it was still not going to be easy to cross mountainous terrain with so much weight.

One of the assistants unfurled his whip, ready to use it. 

There was nothing for it. Cloudhawk called to the others, “Let’s go! Get moving!”

The trainees of Tartarus squad gritted their teeth and started off.

Cloudhawk soon discovered that everyone’s load was different. Drake, for example, had a pack that was at least twice as heavy as his. Gabriel’s was slightly lighter. Somehow, although Cloudhawk couldn’t guess how, the assistants knew what each trainee could handle and weighed them down with their upper limit. It certainly made for more effective training.

Exhausting! The paths through the valley also did not make for an easy stroll.

If it were only a short distance, the excess weight they carried wouldn’t have been an issue. However, fifty kilometers was anything but a short distance. They couldn’t lose half a step in their stride, or else they would feel it. Who could stand such an overwhelming test of their endurance?!

But, the fact that the trainees had made it this far proved their perseverance.

The trek was grueling, but they all made it. The ones who fell behind got their three lashes, and without a moment’s rest, they were given the next set of exercises. They were gathered up in the training yard and participated in an arduous regimen of physical and mental military training drills.

Lunch was fifteen minutes long.

Food was marginally better than what they had in the hole they were thrown in back in Deadwood Forest, but only slightly. It was still mainly herbs, roots, and mutant insects – hardly the normal fare for Skycloud’s haughty elite. Yet, they had learned to accept it during their time in isolation. After such strenuous exercise, they were desperate for anything that’d give them energy. They’d almost eat bowls of shit at this point.

The afternoon was spent in combat training.

It was led by Eckard and his assistants. Duels were arranged at random or set between trainees and a veteran soldier or assistant. Losers got two lashes instead of dinner.

They were only given ten minutes to shove a supper of sticks and bugs into their mouths. Most didn’t get to finish.

By the time night rolled around, the trainees weren’t just tired. They were dead on their feet, beaten black and blue. Some of them were also half-starved. The veteran squads they’d trained with callously ate their meals and disbanded to recover from the day.

Had their first day finally come to an end?

Cloudhawk was preparing to bring the others to their newly constructed barracks tent when he was given the news. Tartarus squad still had theory courses scheduled at night.

Dumont was responsible for them during basic training. Eckard took charge during combat training. Theory courses were organized by Natessa.

Before the trainees even knew what they were doing, a test paper was shoved into their hands. Eyes popped as they looked over the contents: relic maintenance, weapons theory, mutant beast identification, survival techniques, assassination skills, tactical simulations, troop management, and so on. There were dozens of questions they couldn’t even begin to answer, which left them stricken.

“Shit, I’m not a demon hunter. How am I supposed to understand anything about relics?”

“I’ve never seen more than a couple of mutant creatures in my whole life. What do I know about any of this?”

“I’ve lived my whole live in the domains. There’s no way I know about the weapons that blasphemers use. They’re forbidden! It’s a violation of the law to even try to answer these questions!”

Natessa sat calmly and silently before them with her eyes closed. She was like a sculpture of some holy goddess. Two and a half hours later, her eyes opened and said what they’d all been waiting for. “Hand in your papers!”

The exams were gathered, and her assistants got to work.

The test had a total of a hundred points. Anyone who scored below ninety would be beaten, which was sad news for the members of Tartarus squad. Although they could all answer a few, no one was able to pass that margin.

Ninety fuckin’ points! What the hell were they thinking?

A third of them were full-answer questions with no hints regarding the answers. Relying on multiple-choice guessing wasn’t an option, so getting a passing score was practically impossible.

But, everyone got what Instructor Windham was up to. Normal soldiers didn’t understand demon hunter techniques, but the demon hunters did. Demon hunters didn’t know a lot about weapons training, but the soldiers did.

Survival skills, tactics, formations… there were probably a handful in the group who knew a thing or two. To pass the test, they would need to get together and share their knowledge. The point of the test was for them to find out what they were missing and look to the others for answers. Together, they would study, and together, they might pass.

The scores were quickly tallied. It really did feel like being judged before the gates of hell.

“Gabriel. Forty-three percent!”

“Caspian Black, forty-five percent!”

“Drake Thane, fifty-one percent!”

“Felina Cole, fifty-four percent!”

The class listened as names and scores were read out, hoping there would be someone with a high score for them to rely on. Perhaps in the next test, they might pass with some help. However, most of the trainees hovered somewhere in the forties. Hope began to fade. If no one was coming out on top, then where were they supposed to get help?

“Claudia Lunae, seventy-eight percent!”

The students’ eyes lit up.

Seventy-eight percent was nothing short of amazing. It wasn’t a passing score, of course, but it was much better than everyone else’s. There was hope!

The corners of Claudia’s mouth curved up ever so slightly. She was a cherished daughter of the Claudia family, and she’d had a thirst for knowledge ever since she was a child. Luckily, her father was a merchant with a far reach and deep pockets, so she never lacked reading material. If she hadn’t spent her earlier years mulling over all sorts of unimportant factoids, she probably would have become a much better demon hunter.

Cloudhawk’s score hadn’t been read out yet. Claudia could hardly wait to find out. After all, he’d been born out in the wastelands. He hardly knew the alphabet, much less more complicated theoretical questions.

It didn’t matter how many fights he’d won. Book learning definitely wasn’t his strong suit. But how many points would he get? Ten? Maybe twenty? Hell, maybe just a big fat zero! The thought of Cloudhawk having to come to her with his tail tucked between his legs, begging for help, filled her heart with sadistic joy. That would be sweet revenge.

She quietly promised herself that she wouldn’t help him no matter how he begged.

“Cloudhawk…”

Her heart began to race. It was time.

“Cloudhawk…”

Up to this point, the assistant reading scores had been smooth and dispassionate. Now, he seemed to be stuck on the guy’s name. He squinted at the sheet a few times to make sure it was correct. Claudia had to chuckle to herself. His score had to be so terrible that the assistant couldn’t believe it.

She wasn’t alone. All the rest of Tartarus squad held their breaths, waiting for the chance to turn their nose up at him.

“Cloudhawk…” He said the name a third time and then… “One hundred percent!”

It struck them like an earthquake, an earthquake wrapped in an explosion. And not just the students either. Natessa was floored by the revelation. How could someone – anyone – get full marks? With a gesture, she called the assistant over and took the exam from his hands. She looked it over from top to bottom. Her face gradually changed from irritation, to disbelief, and finally to amazement.

He’d actually written the answers. They were right!

Solid tactical analysis, clear understanding of relic functions… some of his battle concepts were even quite novel. Natesssa had to admit that what he wrote was top quality. There was no way the assistants would conspire to give him the answers, especially not right in front of her face, but it was obvious even when she looked at the paper. It was all there in his head.

Natessa folded the paper and kept it with her. She would sit and examine it more closely when she had the chance. There were some ideas she wanted to explore in more detail. She continued, “Not bad. The rest of you, take up position for your lashes.”

The shock was nothing short of overwhelming for Claudia.

No one knew Cloudhawk like she did. This wastelander… how was it possible? Weren’t his kind illiterate? She refused to accept that he was capable of scoring better than her!

As for the others, they started looking at Cloudhawk with new eyes. There was no more disdain or discomfort. Now, they looked at him like he was more than human. He was a savior!

Cloudhawk lazily stretched his back like it was nothing out of the ordinary. He then sat back and enjoyed watching the others receive their lashes.

Really, Cloudhawk didn’t know how he did it. It just flowed out of him, things he didn’t even fully understand. The only explanation he could think of was the skull and the knowledge he’d inherited from it. The former master of the phase stone had been ancient. Answering these elementary questions would have been the simplest thing in the world.


103 / Call Me Boss


Groans of pain echoed throughout the makeshift barracks. The kiss of a Hell Valley whip was not pleasant. The trainees wore their leather armor as the instructor assistants delivered punishment, but it did them no good. Through some strange power, the whips left nasty wounds even through protection. For a number of unlucky souls, it’d been their second beating of the day.

Fortunately, the trainees had come to the valley well prepared. They were stocked with curatives to help with the lash wounds. So far, they’d used them after each beating, which helped. But, they couldn’t keep up if they were going to get whipped two or three times a day.

Like their last barracks, the trainees were separated by gender: boys on the left and girls on the right. It was divided down the middle, and curtains hid the beds, giving them some measure of privacy.

One dignified and attractive figure gritted her teeth as she slipped out of her leather armor. She then removed the clothing beneath to reveal her upper body. She had a slender waist, full breasts, and tight ivory-colored skin. However, the flesh on her back was horribly marred. Whip wounds had split her fair skin and exposed the red meat beneath. She wasn’t special. Everyone was nursing similar injuries.

Claudia spoke softly, “Bend over. I’ll put on a liniment for you.”

“Thanks a lot.” The half-naked girl blushed and bent over the bed. Her round bosom was pressed against the coarse bedsheets. She was drenched in sweat from the pain. “Ouch! Softer, please.  Is this really appropriate? The guys can’t see anything, can they?”

The young woman was in her early twenties but had already grown into her mature charms. She had a gentle and quiet nature, but it concealed a complicated background. She had come to accept living here with the men, but this was different. She took pride in having never revealed her body to anyone else, but here, she was forced to risk it. She struggled to accept the uncomfortable circumstances.

Unfortunately, her innate healing was not very vigorous. If she only relied on the medicine she drank, she wouldn’t be in ideal shape for whatever was in store for them tomorrow. If it was anything like today, she was afraid she might be eliminated.

“Don’t worry, Veronika.” Felina had taken up position on the other side of the curtain and stood vigil. She heard them talking behind her. “If anyone tries to take a peek, I’ll tear their eyes right out of their head.”

Felina was an especially petite young woman who stood about a hundred and sixty centimeters tall and was in fine physical shape. Her hair was black as pitch and was pulled together in a pair of ponytails. Her eyes were similarly dark, big and beautiful behind long lashes.

Felina lifted a hand, delicate and fine. Then – much like a cat – her nails sprang out from her fingers and emitted a ringing sound. A dangerous, confrontational air hung over her. The others around her shied away. Who would have expected such a tiny thing to appear so malevolent?

Felina’s bodily control was impeccable. In addition, her family was known for its unique ability to precisely control bones and muscles. Her control was so absolute, in fact, that she could completely change her appearance as needed. She was a born shapeshifter, and these claws were her weapon of choice and changed at her command.

No one was certain of the young woman’s true strength, but what she could do with her nails proved she was no weakling. In hand-to-hand combat, she was probably a match for any high ranking military official. Beyond that, she was also a demon hunter. Really, no one here was easy to deal with, and she had to know what she was about – otherwise, she wouldn’t be provoking people and asking for a challenge.

Claudia opened a vial of medicine that radiated a fluorescent light and poured it over Veronika’s back. The mysterious stuff was quickly absorbed through her skin, and the lash wounds started to heal before their eyes. A short while later, it was as satin-smooth as the rest of her. As the acute pain ebbed, Veronika heaved a sigh. “This medicine has to be expensive,” she said appreciatively.

“It’s fine. The Lunae family has a little money to spare.”

She carefully replaced her clothes, making sure nothing was revealed. Finally, she could put this day behind her.

Claudia, however, was still in low spirits.

Veronika Bright was much like her namesake [1]. She was a smart girl who was wise to the hearts of her peers, so she knew what was troubling Claudia. She was still ruminating over the test results. Veronika gently patted her shoulder. “Captain Cloudhawk doesn’t seem that bad. Why do you hate him so much?”

Claudia was about to answer but held herself back. Cloudhawk’s real identity was… sensitive information.

Everyone was trying to find ways to curry favor with Cloudhawk, even the sissy who had tried to start a fight. If the truth of where he came from got out, it would certainly turn the crowd against him. He would be made a pariah, and the others might even turn to her instead.

But, after a moment’s thought, she kept her mouth closed. It wasn’t how she wanted to beat him. Claudia wanted to show Cloudhawk that she was superior, fair and square, not undermine him with dirty tactics. Those were exactly the kinds of schemes she hated, the kind he would use. She wouldn’t tarnish herself that way.

It was no wonder that Cloudhawk thought she and the Bloodsoaked Queen were so similar.

Of course, Selene’s lofty pride was as much a part of her as her own skin. It seeped deep into her bones. She was almost otherworldly, bravely moving forward no matter the circumstances. Claudia, on the other hand, was lacking in self-confidence and was maybe even a little self-abasing. She cared a lot about what others thought of her, which gave others a lot of power over her.

Claudia was more “real” in comparison, though. After all, how many Selenes could there be in the world? She ignored all the traditions of her order and abandoned a brilliant future to scour the wastelands on her own for answers.

Where was she now? Was she alright? Would she come back?

When Felina heard them stirring on the other side of the curtain, she slipped in to join them. She looked at Veronika happily. “Are you already feeling better?”

She smiled and said nothing.

The young member of the Cole family was a lively one and seemed very pleasant. It’d only been one day, but the girls of Tartarus squad had already formed their own unit. Claudia, Veronika, and Felina were closest. In terms of combat strength, Felina was probably the strongest. She might even be good enough to challenge Cloudhawk.

“Absolutely miserable.” Felina’s pretty face adopted a petulant frown. “Those whips hurt! It looks like they plan to use them every day too.”

“Nothing we can do about that. It seems like the valley’s brutal reputation wasn’t an exaggeration, and we’re just getting started. But now that we’re here, we have to take whatever they throw at us. I know the gods are with us.” Veronika paused for a moment to stare ahead at the young man playing with his goofy little bird. “We might not be able to stop the beatings, but we can try to avoid as many as possible.” 

Cloudhawk whistled at Oddball as they played and rewarded it with a pellet of feed from time to time. Oddball nibbled away, and Cloudhawk was too absorbed in their idle play to worry about any encroaching danger.

When he saw the curtains hiding one of the beds, it piqued his curiosity.

A series of filthy thoughts crossed his mind unbidden. He and Oddball could share sight, no? Maybe he should send his little friend over there to take a gander at the scenery. But, when the tiny bird sensed its master’s lewd intentions, it shuddered in disdain. It didn’t want to have anything to do with Cloudhawk’s conniving.

Ach, this little guy’s becoming more human every day. I can almost see the scorn in its eyes.

Cloudhawk shook the thoughts from his head. It was rather strange. Just a year ago, ideas like those wouldn’t even have crossed his mind. On the one hand, women hadn’t interested him in the least, and on the other, he didn’t even know the joys a woman could provide. Now, he was suddenly conspiring to sneak a peek. People really were changed by their experiences.

Finally, one of his teammates couldn’t wait any longer.

“That test this evening was hard as nails. How did you get full marks?” Drake’s burly form lumbered into view. He was never one to beat around the bush and went straight to the point. “How’d you do it? Some trick? You can’t just sit back and watch us get beat.”

Cloudhawk leaned back, using his hands as a pillow. “What do you mean, trick? You think too much!”

“One of the questions on the test was about a martial arts move called “Spearhead.” We were supposed to analyze it and discuss how it was applied. I’m pretty sure I’m the only one here who can perform that technique. But even I didn’t get that question correct. How is it a demon hunter like you was able to?”

“See, there’s your problem,” Cloudhawk said. Hidden chambers in his mind awakened, and memories poured to the forefront of his consciousness in a flood. Fragments of a former life swam up at him. “‘Spearhead’ is one of the most effective techniques for a martial artist – especially a soldier. It’s especially useful when two armies meet head to head, for breaking through front lines. But, it does have its limitations. There are some things to modify.”

Drake’s eyes got a little bigger. “Can you elaborate?”

“You get the gist of it already. You just aren’t using it right. That’s why you didn’t get full points on the question.” Cloudhawk sat up. “At its most basic level, Spearhead is about gathering energy and letting it burst out. It’s a direct attack, and you can’t redirect it once you release it. That inability to change directions is the problem. You could throw yourself right into a shitty situation. But, with enough skill and control, Spearhead could be made more agile.”

Drake was enthralled, but he wasn’t the only one. Other trainees had started to gather around to learn.

“Spearhead” was a famous technique in military circles. They’d all seen it used. They all knew of it, but wasn’t the move meant to be explosive and immovable? It wasn’t particularly nimble but was still an apex skill for a soldier.

Cloudhawk went on, “All you do is reserve some energy for a second or third burst. Then, your Spearhead is broken into stages. You lose a little power, but you exchange it for flexibility and a longer duration.”

Drake was floored. “How? I’ve never heard of anything like this before!”

Pulling off something like that was no easy feat, but in his fragmented memories, Cloudhawk knew there were soldiers in the ancient wars who could. Cloudhawk went on to explain the basic premise behind making a multi-stage Spearhead technique a reality.

Drake’s admiration for the guy skyrocketed.

There were very few people with the depth of martial knowledge he had. The power of martial arts originated from one’s own body and drew on its innate potential. Performing special techniques required almost superhuman physical fitness and profound knowledge.

Cloudhawk spoke with the experience of a grizzled old commander. The knowledge he offered was valuable beyond measure, but Cloudhawk held nothing back. How could the others not be shocked by what they were hearing? How could they not admire him for it? Making Cloudhawk captain was no mistake; he was more than strong. He was smart as hell too.

Gabriel was next. He approached Cloudhawk and asked for some pointers on other techniques.

The majority of what Cloudhawk inherited from the skull was knowledge about psychic energies and relics. Spearhead wasn’t much of a mysterious secret, so it wasn’t strange that he might have some knowledge. But when it came to relics and how they were used, he was a font of information. He went on and on, going into detail on the subject.

The others were completely convinced and set aside their prejudices.

In a military setting like this, those with ability were respected. It didn’t matter how noble their birth or how high their previous station. How could they look down on him after they saw what he could do?

As the lines of people looking for guidance continued to grow, Cloudhawk began to lose patience. They didn’t have much time to rest, and if the others kept this up, he wasn’t going to get any sleep. He stood up and raised his hands. “Look, if you want my help, that’s fine, but you have to promise you’ll stop questioning me. Stop causing shit.”

“You got it, captain.”

“We didn’t see it before, but we’re convinced now.”

“Good!” Cloudhawk nodded in satisfaction. “Call me boss. Lemme see how it sounds.”

1. Veronika means “true image” and bright is obvious. In Chinese, her name is 明镜 – “bright mirror”
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The twenty-some trainees exchanged quiet looks.

It wasn’t clear who was first, but one by one, they all rose from their beds and walked over to respectfully address Cloudhawk as “boss.” 

Drake and Gabriel looked at each other in silence. This was an unexpected boon. Cloudhawk didn’t care about being captain, but he’d somehow inadvertently rallied the whole squad behind him. It seemed increasingly unlikely that his position would ever be challenged again.

“You there, pansy. Yeah, you.” Cloudhawk waggled a finger at Caspian. “I couldn’t hear you. Speak up, yeah? Let me hear it again.”

Caspian’s face sank, but he had no choice. He chuckled awkwardly. “Heh, you’re such a rascal, boss. Yesterday was just a misunderstanding. Allow me to apologize.” He fluttered his lashes at the squad captain.

Cloudhawk almost lost his dinner.

This guy was more feminine than the women in the team. He had to wonder how the world could produce someone so… exotic. What Cloudhawk didn’t know was that Caspian was Skycloud city’s most famed purveyor of “male comrades” [1]. He was a capable demon hunter, but his proclivities brought shame to his family. As punishment, or perhaps to force a change, they sent him to Hell Valley.

“Forget about it. Water under the bridge.”

“Thank you, boss.”

“Now, young miss Claudia…” Cloudhawk searched the crowd until he found her. “Seems everyone’s in agreement, but I didn’t hear anything from you.”

Claudia stared at him, her face red with anger. The words choked in her throat. Everyone’s attention was on her. She was the last one to swear fealty. Claudia clenched her fists at her side. Offer an inch, and he takes a mile! Veronika saw her expression and gave her a stern look. In the end, she was forced to face reality. Claudia hung her head in defeat and muttered, “…boss.”

This was the difference between her and Selene.

If it’d been the Bloodsoaked Queen in her shoes, she never would have conceded, not unless she was wholly convinced she was wrong. She would have rather died.

However, those who knew how to suffer temporary setbacks were assured a successful future.

There were only a handful of people in the world like Selene with brilliant futures that defied any obstacles. If one without adequate talent was only concerned with face, one would never come close to Cloudhawk’s abilities, much less surpass them. Claudia was not useless. She had redeeming qualities. However, her voice was so soft. Her words were so insincere. She was only pretending to capitulate.

Captain Cloudhawk was not pleased with her response. He was about to express his displeasure when a sweet voice called for his attention. The charming sound was almost too much.

“Captain, sir. Teach us please!”

Felina’s sweet voice cooed in his ear. She slapped her hands onto his shoulders and began to knead his tired muscles. Such an adorable display would melt a heart made of iron.

But, that’s not how Cloudhawk saw it. If she could get close like that without him noticing, the next time she snuck up on him might be to put a knife to his throat. Cute as she looked on the outside, there was something secret and powerful inside her.

The members of Tartarus squad had fully accepted Cloudhawk as their leader. Without his order to stay prepared last night, they probably would have been skewered by arrows this morning. He was also the only one who passed Natessa’s impossible test. As for his strength, he had to be near the top of their crew. Considering all of these factors together, there was no one more qualified to lead their squad than Cloudhawk.

“Since y’all are begging so nicely, I’ll go ahead and explain everything from start to finish. But only once! So listen close.”

Everyone beamed with excitement and gathered around Cloudhawk’s bed. Notebooks and pencils appeared in their hands, ready to record every word that came out of his mouth. They were like dutiful students. 

Felina knelt behind him on the bed, massaging his shoulders. She leaned forward to say, “There were so many questions on that test, Captain! How can you only explain it once?! You must have an amazing memory…”

“That’s about right!”

“Ah, so talented!”

The young woman’s eyes were wide with adulation.

Cloudhawk was not stingy with what he knew. He carefully explained every question from the test, mostly because he didn’t really understand a lot of it himself. The memories of the stone’s former master were not perfect. If he didn’t quickly share this shard of knowledge when it came, then he would lose it again in a few days. Explaining everything to the others was a way to make sure he remembered it.

Natessa’s exam was comprehensive, covering topics such as psychic energy, relics, martial arts, military tactics, and beasts commonly found throughout the wastelands. It even covered things like wastelander guns and artillery. When it came to the weapons of the wastes, Cloudhawk didn’t need the stranger’s inheritance to know the answers. He’d lived it. He knew all about the different ways to die out there. He was even able to draw a few diagrams to show the others in more detail.

Such knowledge was taboo for Elysians. If anyone back in the domain ever learned they were studying such things, the consequences would be serious.

Out here in Hell Valley, though, they didn’t seem to be under the same restrictions. Know yourself, know your enemy, and you’ll emerge victorious even after a hundred battles [2]. They had to understand the tools of their enemy. Otherwise, how were they supposed to fight back? Rules were dead things, but people were alive. It could happen that one day they would end up out in the wastelands, exhausted, injured, and weaponless. A common soldier might shun picking up one of the wastelanders’ weapons, but that wasn’t the style of a member of Hell’s Army. They did whatever was necessary.

By the time Cloudhawk finished explaining, he understood the information better himself. He benefitted a lot from it himself. This was especially true for the bits about using relics and mental training. It inspired him to come up with a few ideas of his own.

There was nothing Claudia could say about it. If he could sit here and explain everything to them question after question, he couldn’t have cheated. Only, how was there so much knowledge locked up in that scoundrel’s head?

“Time for bed.” Cloudhawk yawned illustratively. “We’ll continue tomorrow.”

“Yeah!” The others bound back to their beds. “Captain!”

Up to now, Cloudhawk’s indolent and blasé attitude hadn’t won him any followers, but that had changed. He absently scratched Oddball’s head and thought on it. He felt strange.

Cloudhawk was a different person now. He’d once had an unflinching drive, a goal that constantly drove him forward. That was gone now… perhaps not gone but dimmer. He felt like a boat that had come untied and was floating aimlessly. He went wherever the current took him. He was changing in all aspects.

Only, the core of a person was difficult to really change.

He thought back on the things he’d been through, on the ideas he once held, and laughed at their foolishness. There was war wherever humans lived. There was no denying that the wastelands were a cruel place that was bathed in blood, but weren’t the Elysian lands also built on the skeletons of thousands? He finally understood that freedom, peace, calm… these didn’t come from whatever environment you found yourself in. A new reality was beginning to appear before him, a new path.

Power. It all came down to power.

Cloudhawk was beginning to realize that the only way to find a solid footing in this world was to have the sort of power men feared, the strength to defy one’s fate. Then, he could break the chains and shed the curse. He could throw aside all the arbitrary rules and conspiracies. It was the only real way to win freedom.

He didn’t think too long on it. He fished out a vial of the mind-enhancing medicine and swallowed it down. He then shut his eyes for a few moments of quiet.

His mind turned to something the phase stone’s former master said: real strength came when he no longer had to rely on relics.

Discussing martial arts with the others had deepened his understanding of military training. However, relying on physical strength alone wasn’t enough. He had to strive to turn his body into a relic. Then, he wouldn’t need some external tool in order to call on his power!

Cloudhawk saw psychic energy as a wave and all things as strings. The wave could adjust these strings’ vibrations, and the strings came together to form the world. This way, the wave was able to change reality. A string’s frequency changed how it manifested, and psychic energy changed the frequency. The man who could see the patterns and pluck their strings could call fire and lightning from his fingertips.

Cloudhawk’s mysterious predecessor believed psychic energy was the root of true power. Relics were molds or amplifiers. They were tools that resonated with psychic energy to change a string’s frequency. If someone was capable of really understanding how a relic worked, maybe they could surpass the need to use them altogether. They could perform miracles out of thin air.

That sounded pretty fuckin’ awesome to Cloudhawk. And it seemed possible too.

During his fight with Gabriel, he’d used his predecessor’s power to attack his foe’s mind directly. The effects were limited and short-lived, but it was what won him victory.

Becoming a living relic… that was the path to everything he wanted.

The stone’s owner hadn’t even succeeded in that goal, but Cloudhawk had the talent to make it a reality. He’d been born with the ability to hear the resonance, the key to ultimately crossing that threshold. Of course, it wasn’t going to be easy.

Cloudhawk tried, but so far, there was only failure.

He couldn’t conjure flame out of thin air or summon sand without the help of the Gospel of the Sands. He didn’t know what he was doing wrong, only that this ultimate power was not going to come easily. But, he was determined to spend whatever time and effort it took to learn the secret.
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The next day.

In the morning, they continued their training. In the afternoon, there were more combat drills. At night, they took another exam.

The schedule was the same though the content was slightly different. For instance, instead of long distance marching, they were sent up a sheer cliff face. One-on-one spars were swapped for group fights against the veterans: the thirty Tartarus trainees against thirty hardened soldiers. Only the exam with Natessa stayed the same.

A unique part of Tartarus squad’s program was a medicated bath every third day for one hour. It was miraculous stuff. No matter how bruised and beaten they were, no matter how many whip marks were on their backs, after an hour of soaking, the injuries would be gone by morning.

Now that they were all formally part of the training camp, their instructors weren’t so eager to weed out stragglers. That didn’t mean their training was any less harsh, and in fact, things only got harder with time. Everything they did had to be accurate to the second, which kept them moving like clockwork. It was nothing short of debilitating.

Under Cloudhawk’s leadership, his whole team quickly matured. Cloudhawk himself displayed considerable skill in leading his people. Time after time, they beat back hordes of wastelands beasts. Again and again, they beat the Hell’s Army veterans in their war games. Theory classes were a breeze.

Two months passed quickly.

One evening, a soldier rushed into their barracks. “Tartarus squad, you’ve got an urgent mission. Get ready to move out. Cloudhawk, follow me to the command center!”

Everyone was excited by the news. Felina practically leaped out of bed.

Two months of tedious and exhausting training had nearly broken them. Sixty-some days and nights of it and now, they actually had a real mission. They’d been waiting for this moment!

1. A Chinese euphemism for homosexuality, but the meaning is pretty obvious so we’ll leave it in.

2. A quote from Sun Tzu’s the Art of War.
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The three giants of Hell Valley and ten or so officers were waiting in the command center. The Hell Valley outpost had been repaired following the attack by the Dark Atom, but their shame was not so easily erased. Underneath it all, the shock of their devastation still simmered. It’d been so sudden and unexpected.

The Dark Atom was an insidious and prudent organization.

Before this attack, there was no precedent for a Dark Atom assault. Previous terrorist acts never put them in direct combat with Elysian soldiers. Their operations were limited to carefully planned disruptions designed to inflate their presence or show off their capabilities.

This last attack was different.

Hell’s Army was a shadow operation run by the Elysians. A shadow organization was synonymous with the word secret, and that fit this place just fine. Ninety-nine percent of Elysians didn’t even know they existed.

So, in terms of optics, there was no benefit for Dark Atom to take a bite out of Hell’s Army. Still, they brought out their big guns and even their mysterious leader, Wolfblade. It seemed completely counter to the terrorist organization’s typical methods.

The Dark Atom was organized in what was described as a kite-shaped organization. Leadership was the center of the kite whereas its cells were the corners. The leadership and the various divisions worked independently and only cooperated during bigger missions. Communication was done through envoys sent by the leadership to the different cells. In this way, even if an entire division was wiped out, the Elysians would only have snipped one corner of the kite. The only way to destroy an organization like this was to cut the string.

The Dark Atom was built around a single point, which meant its leadership was very important – especially the one with all the secrets. He couldn’t be subjected to even the slightest risk. Communiques from the leadership were protected by a confidential system that had yet to be cracked. Because of this, despite every effort by the Elysians, the organization’s leadership had never been revealed. Their talent for security was nothing short of genius and has ensured that they’ve survived to this day.

Wolfblade and other core members of the organization practically never got involved directly with operations. It ensured that whatever the results of those operations were, the Dark Atom would continue. Why, then, would Wolfblade take such a risk this time? All for some treasure they didn’t even know how to use? The artifact had been ruled out as a relic. But even if it was a legendary prize, it couldn’t have been worth the risk.

Was it an open declaration of war? Where did such confidence come from!?

The Dark Atom was like a centipede or a scorpion. Skycloud domain was a giant. The scorpion could easily hide in dark places and strike at the giant from time to time with its tail. However, if this scorpion should ever crawl out into the light of day, it would learn just how inferior it was to the giant. All the Elysians needed was a target, and their massive foot would crush it into paste.

The question had become a big headache for Natessa, Eckard and Dumont.

“We have a confidential communication from Skycloud domain!”

A man dressed all in black walked into the command center. The message he bore most likely had to do with the Dark Atom and their recent attack. Natessa motioned him forward, and the man in black presented her with a rolled up parchment.

“Two matters.” Natessa unfurled the scroll and looked over its contents. Her brows slowly rose as she described what she read. “The first states that Skycloud’s retaliatory efforts against the Dark Atom have already seen results. Master Arcturus has taken control of the matter personally and dispatched his disciple Frost de Winter to investigate. In a single stroke, ten Dark Atom strongholds were obliterated, while seven cells were eradicated. Over two hundred terrorists lost their lives, which accounts for nearly half the Dark Atom’s total forces. After returning from the wastelands, he was appointed Major General of the Knights of Splendor. He was been given full authority to hunt down what remains of the Dark Atom and can act without oversight from Skycloud leadership, reporting directly to Governor Arcturus.”

The envy among those in the command center was almost palpable. What made Master Arcturus think so highly of that twenty-something disciple of his?

What other reason could there be except that the governor was grooming him as his successor? He was already a high-ranking demon hunter bearing the title of general. Now, he’d stepped in to take command of the Knights of Splendor, a core segment of Skycloud City’s strength. Without a doubt, Frost was the most powerful man of his generation.

No one could deny Frost’s abilities. After all, his teacher was the illustrious Arcturus Cloude. A man like him would not bother to accept one without talent as his disciple. Frost also cultivated a sterling reputation. Everyone knew of his strict self-control. He was poised to become the backbone of Skycloud’s dominance in the future.

Frost’s talents were clear from the contents of the message. In a handful of words, the report described a greater success over the Dark Atom than any they’d seen in years. The terrorist organization’s leadership still remained at large, but a grievous blow was delivered to their forces. For the time being, the Dark Atom would be too crippled to cause any more problems.

“Well, at least it’s done. A shame I couldn’t get revenge with my own hands.” Eckard wore his regret on his sleeves. While the soldiers in Hell Valley didn’t seem much affected by what had happened, the truth was their pride had been sorely injured. Now, there was nowhere for them to vent their anger. “The second bit?”

“In his briefing given when Frost returned to Skycloud, he mentioned finding a clue while eradicating Dark Atom forces. He claims that through a decade of painstaking effort, the Dark Atom has infiltrated one of the cities along the domain’s border. They are a dangerous cancer in our home, he says, and he has asked for permission to root them out.” Natessa put the scroll aside and looked toward the others. “Frost de Winter has been dispatched to the area and has asked for Tartarus Squad by name to join him there.”

“It’s never good news. We’re only called when shit like this starts to roll downhill. Fuckin’ infuriating.” Eckard was visibly fuming. “If it were us, then so be it, but Tartarus Squad? They’re still green. Everyone needs time to adjust, and they haven’t even started mission training yet. Dispatching them for something like this is asking for trouble!”

“Complaining isn’t going to solve anything. Isn’t this why Hell Valley is here?” Natessa put the scroll away, keeping her face stoic. A thought suddenly crossed her mind. “Call Tartarus Squad’s captain. Have him come here. This will be their first mission.”

Eckard continued to grumble his misgivings, but this letter wasn’t a request. It was an order. They had no option but to comply.

A few minutes later, Cloudhawk strode into the command center. The other squad leaders had already left, leaving him alone with the three instructors.

Once they explained the situation to him, Cloudhawk’s face sunk into a dissatisfied glower.

Alright, whatever. Frost wanted help from Hell Valley. However, calling for his squad specifically… he didn’t need to guess what that meant. Did Frost already know what had happened here? If that was the case, both he and Gabriel were in danger.

Shit. This evil motherfucker just won’t go away.

Cloudhawk couldn’t understand why Frost insisted on continuing to give him a hard time. That asshole’s temper was irreconcilable. Gabriel was looking down the barrel too for failing his assassination mission. Frost was now more powerful than ever before. Even the instructors had to bow to his whim. Finding a way to get rid of a couple of trainees wasn’t going to be difficult for him in his position.

Things were not looking good, but he couldn’t just sit back and do nothing.

Natessa delivered the orders. “Specific details as to how you will accomplish your mission will be delivered once you reach your target. Your main job is to make sure your squad stays safe. Remember, as a soldier, your highest duty is to follow orders. Now, head back to your squad and get them ready to depart.”

Cloudhawk could feel a headache start gathering at his temples.

Could he stay? Right now, it seemed like the instructors didn’t even have the authority to deny Frost’s orders, much less Cloudhawk. Could he go? If he accepted the mission, it was like sticking his head in the lion’s mouth. He refused to do something so stupid.

Cloudhawk didn’t hurry back to leave. He knew he had to do something and quick. His mind churned over it until an idea shook loose – he lifted his head and looked at the powerful woman who was their instructor. She didn’t look young, but her skin was good, and her figure was well maintained. It made it hard to tell exactly how old she was. Her temperament was also unique like a cool breeze, quiet and elegant.

“Is there something else?”

He was just standing there, staring at her. She was clearly displeased. Whatever the situation, she was his commanding officer. The young man was being disrespectful.

Eckard slammed the table in front of him with a fist. “What the fuck are you still standing there like a goddamn moron for? Are you deaf? How about I get your dumb ass moving with half a dozen lashes? Do what you’re fuckin’ told!”

Cloudhawk made up his mind. He asked them straight, “It’s been a little while since the three of you have gotten stronger right?”

“The fuck are you on about?” Eckard didn’t follow the guy’s line of questioning. “Everyone plateaus at some point, and when you get to our level, advancing becomes especially difficult. The hell does it matter if we haven’t developed in a while?”

“Do you want to?”

All three instructors paused, confused.

“I don’t mean to offend,” Cloudhawk said. “Actually, I’ve been watching you carefully, and I think all three of you could be stronger than you are now. I know there’s this mission, but if you give me some time, I think I can offer you some pointers. I think they could really help in this fight.”

“You half-wit piece of shit!” Eckard exploded in fury. “Do you even hear the words coming out of your damn mouth?!”

Cloudhawk paid him no mind. His eyes stayed fixed to the woman in the middle.

Natessa looked back with discomfort. In their theory classes, she’d tried to switch up Cloudhawk’s test several times, making it completely different from the others. She’d also included a number of questions about wind-based relics and psychic training. Even if Cloudhawk were an idiot, and he wasn’t, it would still be easy for him to see what was going on. If Natessa wasn’t the one doing this on purpose, then who would be? Cloudhawk obviously understood things Natessa did not, but she didn’t dare lose face by asking him directly. The test paper was her way around it. They both knew the truth of it.

But, why would Cloudhawk suddenly offer to teach them?

The instructors were just what their name implied – instructors. No one in the history of this training facility had ever presumed to teach them anything. He didn’t even make an effort to hide it. He was direct and shameless.

“I won’t lie to you. Frost and I are not on good terms. Calling for Tartarus Squad is definitely a way for him to get at me.” Cloudhawk watched Natessa frown. He tried to be as blunt as possible. “You know who Frost is and what he can do. I’m no match for him. Besides, he has the governor’s backing. I know this conflict will cost you, so I’m willing to prove that I’m worth the trouble.”

So this was the truth of it. Eckard was clearly not convinced. Was this his offer?

“Let him try.” Natessa rose to her feet. She glanced at the time and then back at him. “You have an hour.”

Cloudhawk’s face lit up. “That’s enough.”
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So, how was Cloudhawk going to prove it?

The instructors were almost choked by the gall of this guy. Eckard, with his swagger and self-assurance, was especially annoyed.

And yet, much to his surprise and anger, Natessa agreed! Of the three of them, she was the one most steeped in self-importance. Was she off her meds or something? Eckard was at a loss, but since she agreed to the guy’s request, fighting her on it wasn’t going to do any good.

Really, Cloudhawk made some good points. Frost was a man of great influence now. Getting rid of a single trainee from Hell Valley would be as simple as lifting a finger.

Under normal circumstances, Hell Valley could shrug off the commands. However, the scars from their loss to the Dark Atom were still fresh. It left them ashamed. The risks and costs of standing up to someone like Frost at this point were not worth it.

They were a practical people here in Hell Valley. Those with value stuck around. Those without were cut loose. It’d always been that way. After all, these “students” weren’t really soldiers in their troop. They were trainees, here to learn and then leave. If Cloudhawk wanted to seek asylum under the wing of Hell’s Army, he was going to have to prove he was a worthy burden to bear.

Eckard got it, but he didn’t like it. He was especially rankled by the way the scrub held his head up high like he was worth a damn. The instructor itched to teach him a lesson. Ever since becoming captain, Cloudhawk had gradually lost his fear of them. Who knew where his overconfidence came from? Natessa and Dumont were senior demon hunters, while Eckard himself was a prime martial artist.

And who the fuck was Cloudhawk?

He wasn’t some lauded demon hunter, and neither was he a martial artist far as he could tell. And here he was with the gall to think he could show the instructors a thing or two. Was there anyone with a more inflated ego? He was a dipshit, and his actions were a clear provocation. There were a lot of talented people in the training camp, and behavior like this could not be encouraged.

Eckard spoke up, “I won’t mince words. If you’re wasting our fuckin’ time, I’m gonna cut you into strips and eat you with a glass of wine.”

Cloudhawk irreverently rolled his eyes. He focused on Natessa. Yeah… she’s definitely easier on the eyes.

She could definitely be described as a bright light in the bleak landscape that was Hell Valley. Not only was she strong, but she was also very pretty and slow to anger. Those sorts who always ran their mouths were usually not worth the wasted air, but Cloudhawk was different. His performance during the tests had her looking at him with new eyes. That’s why she chose to give him a chance.

“I’d like to use your boots for a second.”

She offered no objection. She removed her boots and handed them to Cloudhawk. He slipped them on, and after only a few steps, he felt their power. Suddenly, every movement was lithe and easy, quick and effortless.

Eckard raised an eyebrow. Natessa actually lent him her relic?

Any Elysian child knew that a demon hunter’s relic wasn’t just a weapon. It was their identity, their honor, their standing. They were gifts from the gods and were not to be given away lightly. Even loaning them to someone was hard to accept. No matter where or under what circumstances, taking a relic from a demon hunter was a sign of disrespect.

Outwardly, Natessa looked as calm as a summer breeze, but Eckard knew her better. When she was angered, she was like a thunderstorm, ten times more ferocious than he ever was. For a woman like her to willingly give up a relic – and then watch the other person put it on – was unthinkable. Was she under some kind of spell?

Dumont remained as silent as a statue, but the light from his puzzled eyes glinted through the slit in his helmet.

As a demon hunter, Dumont’s concerns were different from Eckard’s. He wondered what Cloudhawk was up to. The psychic energy of every demon hunter was unique, which meant the relics they could resonate with were different. Most demon hunters were only attuned to one kind of relic. One in every ten might be able to use two, and even fewer could use a third kind.

Cloudhawk carried a few odd relics on his person. They weren’t the typical kind either – wind, water, fire, earth, light, dark, or thunder. He wasn’t able to pin down precisely what attributes they were, actually, but they definitely didn’t include wind. So what was he up to?

They were a little tight at first, but after a few steps, Natessa’s Windstep Boots resized to fit his feet. After testing them out for a moment, he stopped, stood in place, and shut his eyes.

Each relic had its own unique rhythm.

Cloudhawk could feel it like a song vibrating through his bones.

He’d always been able to differentiate the unique sounds of a relic but not the secrets hidden in the rhythm. However, after inheriting the wisdom of his predecessor, these secrets were unlocked. Things made more sense. He was beginning to understand.

An inadequate example was to compare the resonance of relics to a sort of language. While he might have been able to hear the words before – their cadence and how they were different - he could not grasp their meaning. The phase stone’s fallen master taught Cloudhawk how to listen for their substance, and he was beginning to understand. It was a great help when examining the true power of the relics he encountered.

Something inside him was convinced that if he could go beyond understanding the language… if he could learn to “speak” it… then, like the gods and demons of old, he would be able to create relics of his own. Or, as his predecessor hoped, become like a relic himself.

Focus. One problem at a time.

He had to convince these three, not just to make his time here easier but to avoid that bastard Frost’s schemes. He felt he understood the relic’s nature now and, with a leap, soared three meters into the air. At the peak of his trajectory, he poured his psychic energy into the boots and pushed. The boots bore down, glowing with light, and then released a burst of teal energy.

It was like stepping on a spring.

With a whoosh, he rocketed another eight or nine meters in a way that was fast and hard to control. He almost smashed into the ground but luckily managed to push off with his hands and flip back into the air. He ultimately landed nimbly on his feet.

The three instructors stared in shock. He’d channeled the boots!

He had the ability to use wind-type relics!

What was even harder to understand was that even if he did have the talent for wind relics, he’d only just put those boots on. How could he have mastered them right away? Demon hunters needed time to become familiar with their tools, to break them in. That process could take only a week or be as long as six months. Only after would they be confident enough to use the relic properly. Before that point, their power was unstable. Cloudhawk, however, simply slipped the Windstep Boots onto his feet and could use them naturally. 

For his part, Cloudhawk didn’t know he was doing something so extraordinary. He stamped his feet illustratively and sighed with satisfaction. “Nice boots. It allows one to walk across the breeze. They deserve their reputation. With these, you can rush right through the enemy like a gust of wind. Only…”

Natessa saw him hesitate and pressed for more, “Only what?”

“The Windstep Boots aren’t just about wind bursts to get you up in the air.” He looked down at the teal boots as he spoke. “I’m pretty sure they’re also a nasty weapon!”

Natessa was speechless.

Like most demon hunters from aristocratic families, the Windstep Boots were a family heirloom. Never once had anyone in her family suggested these boots could be used offensively. It was natural for her to doubt Cloudhawk’s assertion.

He knew that merely saying so wasn’t going to convince them, but he wasn’t intending to deceive anyone. “Well, talking about it isn’t going to prove anything. You’ll see when we try. Look closely.”

Practice dummies were arrayed around the training areas. They were the same sort he’d seen at the House of Demon Hunters and were designed to test relics.

Taking a deep breath, Cloudhawk focused his will on his feet. The pair of boots began to radiate with a teal hue, and air concentrated around them, rippling. Violent gusts enveloped the relic and, under Cloudhawk’s guidance, started to coalesce. Bit by bit, they started to form an orb of power.

“Watch!”

Cloudhawk lifted a foot. The teal orb rose with it.

He swung his leg, and the orb shot out. It struck the wooden dummy and abruptly released all of its stored energy at once. The flood of power blew a chunk off the model like a truck had plowed through it. The impact sent it spiraling through the air, and it hit the ground ten meters away with a thud.

“What do you think? Now, do you believe me?” Cloudhawk turned back to the instructors. “Your boots are able to condense air, allowing you to walk on it. But, it can also throw that air out like a bomb. I’m sure Instructor Windham’s combat effectiveness will double once she masters this.”

Each of them openly gaped at the young man.

Natessa was amazed to find that, with a minor adjustment, the boots she used to traipse across the sky could also be used as an attack relic.

“Here, let me give these back.” Cloudhawk removed the Windstep Boots and handed them back to Natessa. Over the last several days, he’d paid close attention to the instructors – Natessa and Dumont in particular – so he was well prepared. “As for the specifics, I’d be happy to explain them once the mission is complete.”

So that was how he planned to deal with this problem, she realized. He was worth something now. He had to come back alive.

What about Frost? It didn’t matter! Hell Valley was an independent organization. Elysian rules didn’t apply to them. At worst, some of the families might kick up a fuss, but that wasn’t worth losing sleep over.

However, Eckard had a bad feeling about this.

Instructors weren’t afraid of training a bunch of idiots. What troubled them most was finding students with talent. There was a chance they could surpass their teachers. How could they have any peace then? The way things were looking with Cloudhawk, he’d already reached that point and more. Nothing good was going to come of this!
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The Windstep Boots had been in Natessa’s possession for over five years. She examined the relic every day to try to learn how to use it in the most efficient way possible and how to best utilize its powers. Ultimately, she discovered that, despite her efforts, there was still a lot she didn’t know.

“This trick is called gale-shot. What do you think?”

He handed the boots back to Instructor Windham with a cheeky grin.

Natessa was not concerned with the disrespect Cloudhawk was showing his superiors. She was still struggling to believe what she had seen. How was it possible that Cloudhawk could use her relic so masterfully after only a few minutes? Her boots had been in the Windham family for three generations, and they had a record of former users that proved that they’d never fallen into outside hands. She could be absolutely certain that, at least in recent years, no one else had touched them since they’d been in her hands. Cloudhawk was young and likely had never heard of the boots before coming to the valley. Frankly, it made no sense.

Cloudhawk spoke confidently in the face of their visible doubt, “Y’all don’t know talent when you see it, huh.”

Cloudhawk’s little display had been very enlightening. Although he didn’t share the details of how he did it, Natessa was skilled enough that she was sure she could puzzle it out. But, Cloudhawk succeeded in his task. He’d proven his worth.

The guy’s self-satisfaction was so rankling to Eckard that he had to fight back to urge to chop him in half.

People like him were cancer. If they allowed his attitude to fester and spread among the others, how could they assert any kind of authority? Eckard could bluster all he wanted, but it wouldn’t help if his students did not fear or respect him.

Next, Cloudhawk turned his attention to Instructor Cenhelm. He’d been curious about the man ever since he came to Hell Valley. What was he like underneath that plate armor? He’d been here for months already and never once heard Dumont speak a single word. The man was a mystery.

“Instructor Cenhelm, would it be alright if I took a look at your armor?”

Dumont towered over him and was over two meters tall, a veritable giant. From head to toe, every inch of him was covered in that perfectly fitted suit of armor. His whole face was obscured to the point where Cloudhawk even wondered if he could breathe under there. He couldn’t see where the armor joined together either. It was like a solid piece of metal. Cloudhawk wasn’t sure how he could take it off.

Well, he couldn’t have been born in that suit. He certainly seemed like it, though. Would he do what Cloudhawk asked?

“Don’t take it off! You can’t!”

Before Dumont could even react, a look of shock and concern crossed Eckard’s hideously scarred face. Natessa, upon hearing Cloudhawk’s request, also frowned in disapproval. She took half a step back.

Their reactions surprised Cloudhawk. What the hell did it matter to them if he took the armor off or not?

Dumont didn’t say a word. He pressed his hands together, and then, inch by inch, the armor began to separate. It started at the fingers. The metal casing split and receded into itself in layers. Soon, his arms were revealed up to his shoulders, and the same was happening from his feet up to his waist. Eventually, the entire suit folded up the whole two-plus meters to disappear into the helmet. That was the only piece of the armor that didn’t vanish.

Somehow, the whole suit was contained inside it.

It would be difficult to find anyone who wouldn’t be shocked by the scene. As incredible as the construction of the relic was, though, it was what Cloudhawk found beneath that nearly made his eyes roll out of his skull.

Two hundred and thirty centimeters or so was how tall the suit was. It was huge, sturdy, and as immovable as a boulder. No one had ever seen the instructor inside, but with a name like Dumont Cenhelm, Cloudhawk expected a man built like a mountain. He would be as tall as a tower and just as burly, was what he thought. What was revealed was anything but what he anticipated.

Dumont’s actual height was closer to a hundred and sixty centimeters. He was thin, frail, and had a wrinkled face half hidden behind a white beard. He was slightly hunched. His cheeks were sunken, but his eyes were sharp and lively. The instructor’s limbs were as thin as bamboo reeds.

Eckard scowled. “Fuck.”

The old man picked the oversized helmet off his head and gently placed it on the ground. Croaking laughter rattled from his throat like from a man freed from prison after years of captivity. His look and the sound he made left Cloudhawk speechless. Was this the real Dumont Cenhelm?

“I can’t tell you how smothering that armor is to wear every day. Why that face, Ecky, hm? We’ve been through a lot, you and I, but we haven’t had much opportunity to talk. The armor isn’t terribly convenient for chatting. Now, we can have a real conversation. Smile, will you?”

When the wrinkled old man turned his eyes to Natessa, a dirty look flashed in their depths.

“Ah, Natessa. I’ve always wanted to say you only seem to get more beautiful. But, like me, you’re getting on in the years. Maybe it’s time to find a good man, eh? Maybe I can introduce someone to you. I have a nephew who is a good lad. You should meet him.”

He continued to babble incessantly at his fellow instructors, his words coming out as quickly as a machine gun firing bullets.

Both Eckard and Natessa wore grimaces. It looked like both of them had suffered miserably at the hands of this grandpa. His voice was like a cloud of flies buzzing around in their heads, leaving them pained but powerless to stop it.

All of a sudden, Cloudhawk got it.

Instructor Cenhelm had been this creepy, chatty old man all along. From the beginning, the person locked in that enormous tin can was an irritating talkaholic. What a sharp contrast! The severity of the difference made it that much harder to accept.

He was still talking.

Even Cloudhawk could tell the other instructors didn’t have any interest in responding to his unstoppable diarrhea of the mouth, but Dumont didn’t seem to care or notice. Eventually, he seemed to remember why they were there, and his attention returned to Cloudhawk. “I am the longest serving instructor in Hell Valley. Ecky and Tessa have served for fifteen years, but I’ve been here for over two decades. But, in all that time, I’ve never met a young man like you. Very interesting. Only, I’ve never heard of you even from my time in the Elysian lands. Where were you born? Who are your parents? Where is your family located? How big is it? Do you have dogs? A girlfriend? [1] Or, maybe you’re a virgin?”

Cloudhawk stared in hopeless despair. He now knew the repulsive truth. Hell, it was probably why his family got him this incredible relic and shipped him off to Hell Valley in the first place. There was no better way to get rid of him, really.

“Wait, wait, wait, Instructor Cenhelm. We can talk later if we have a chance. Right now, I don’t have much time.” If he didn’t interrupt Dumont Cenhelm, this old codger would never stop talking. “Let me take a look at your relic first, alright?”

“Oh, my Dawnbreaker battle armor? Of course, of course!” Dumont leaned over and plucked the helmet off the ground and handed it to Cloudhawk. “But, don’t say I didn’t warn you. This relic is considered complex even amongst other high-level artifacts. It may look like armor from the outside, but it’s actually a weapon. You’ve seen what it can do. It’s of the light type, and using it is very difficult. Your average demon hunter can’t even get it to work. You might have been able to use Tessa’s boots, but I’m confident this relic is too much for you. After all, this relic has been used by several masters over the years…”

He went on for quite a while longer, introducing the history of his helmet. Every battle it was used in and anyone who had ever held it were described in detail. If he had time, Cloudhawk was sure he would have gone on to give the life story of anyone who had ever laid eyes on the thing. He needed only the slightest input to go on, and on, and on, and on. He could talk for three days and three nights and still have something left to say.

Cloudhawk listened as passively as possible. Meanwhile, he placed the large helm on his head. Immediately, his psychic energies resonated with the relic, which reacted by encasing his body with metal inch by inch. Faceguard, neck guard, pauldrons, breastplate, all the way down to sollerets [2]. Cloudhawk felt like he was encased from head to toe in an iron coffin.

To this, Dumont did not show any surprise. “My Dawnbreaker battle armor is special in that you don’t need to be talented with light relics to use its protection. Anyone can channel psychic energy into it and summon the armor. But, using it without the skill to manipulate light-type relics, you’d find it’s really just an over-glorified tin can and not much use at all. So, that is to say –“

Cloudhawk stopped listening. The enormous armor covered him completely, but although it was much larger than his body, it didn’t feel loose. It fit to his body tightly on the inside, and although his entire face was covered, it didn’t impede any of his senses.

He could vaguely feel the breeze as it touched the cold steel of the armor. He heard everything going on around him with perfect clarity. Once he was completely encased, the armor was as heavy as one might expect, but with the aid of his psychic energy, Cloudhawk felt it become light. The armor didn’t move through force of muscle but through force of will.

Armor like this, which moved through psychic energy, was tailor-made for demon hunters. It also meant that the user’s psychic prowess influenced how quickly it moved. It was no wonder that Dumont tore around like a freight train.

Instructor Cenhelm’s Dawnbreaker battle armor had quite a storied history, including a number of different names. Dawnbreaker was obviously one, but it has also been called “Mutemetal”. It earned the name due to the fact that the wearer was effectively silenced once it was equipped. It was almost as though this special characteristic was specially designed for Dumont. Otherwise, he would have long since talked to death anyone who got close.

The suit’s collision attack was out of the question, but Cloudhawk didn’t need it to prove his mastery of the relic.

His will and the relic matched frequencies. The armor began to glow.

Dumont and his companions were flabbergasted. Glimmering patterns spread all over the metal until it burned like a soldering iron. The chatty old man finally shut his mouth, and Natessa was equally surprised. This young man had more talent than seemed possible. Could he do this with any relic? It was nothing short of miraculous!

Cloudhawk poured all of his mental force into the armor, causing it to burn red hot. Of course, it did not come close to the degree Dumont could summon. From what Cloudhawk had seen, the instructor could turn into a ball of light. Anything in his path was instantly burned to ash.

This was the best he could do.

Shutting his eyes, he immersed himself in the flows of power as they raced through the armor. Then, unexpectedly, the red glow vanished.

“His power is fading.” Eckard practically growled the words in triumph. “This guy can’t control a relic this complex.”

“No… it didn’t fade.” Emotion wavered in the old man’s voice. “Look at his right arm. He didn’t lose control. In fact, quite the opposite. He is gathering the energy in a single point. It’s a particular way to use the armor that my family knew of hundreds of years ago. One of my ancestors could do it, but he died during the holy wars, and his secrets died with him. No one’s been able to do it ever since…”

He couldn’t help but explain the scene in detail. Eckard and Natessa got the idea.

The red light did fade from most of the armor, but not all of it. It was more correct to say it migrated. The upper half of the armor went from red to brilliant yellow as it seemed to flow over his shoulder and into his right arm. By then, it was white-hot.

Natessa was surprised to recognize that it was as intense as anything Dumont could muster once Cloudhawk gathered the energy in one place.

But, Dumont was a high-ranking demon hunter! The two weren’t even remotely comparable.

Cloudhawk continued to gather the energy into his right fist. The white heat rose as high as his elbow but seemed unable to go any further. He was not finished. The rest of the armor looked normal now, glossy and as dead as any metal. However, the light encasing his right forearm was blinding. It was so intense that reality warbled unsettlingly around it.

“Inconceivable, [3]” Dumont muttered to himself. “Incredible! Amazing! Fantastic!”

Cloudhawk couldn’t hold it back anymore.

Boom!

He slammed his fist into the ground!

The ground three meters around his fist collapsed from the blow, leaving a sizable crater. Fissures stretched out from the point of impact another six or seven meters in all directions, and the whole building shook beneath their feet.

1. wtf?

2.  http://www.thortrains.com/uniforms/fullarmor1a.jpg

3.  I will never not repost this image when I see this word
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What a relic! Cloudhawk was quite impressed.

By the time the armor receded back into the helmet, his body was soaked in sweat. As he looked down at the crater by his feet, he could hardly believe it was he who made it. That sort of damage was on par with what a high-level demon hunter could do.

Cloudhawk knew how inferior he was to veteran demon hunters, which was why the force he’d produced was so shocking. And while he was certainly surprised by the result, the three instructors stared at him as though they’d seen a ghost.

The young man’s psychic energies were definitely inferior to Dumont’s. The old man could make the whole suit gleam white-hot, supercharged by his flood of psychic energy. Though Cloudhawk’s abilities were obviously inferior, through some special operation, he was able to gather all of the suit’s energy to a single point. All his energy condensed in such a way was no less terrifying than what Dumont could generate. It was maybe even a little stronger.

Absolutely incredible, unthinkable! A blow like that could kill a veteran demon hunter in one punch!

Collecting energy into his arm like that made it more efficient. A lot was wasted when Dumont diffused it across the whole suit and rammed into his foes. Piling it into a fist and ramming it into an opponent’s chest was like shooting a lethal shaped charge. Dumont was floored by the implications.

Natessa possessed at least three relics. In comparison, Dumont had just the one. However, adding all of Natessa’s tools together, they still didn’t measure up to the Dawnbreaker battle armor. This would be particularly true once he mastered this new skill.

The old chatterbox could hardly manage more than a stammer.

Once the shock passed, a very self-satisfied expression was painted on Cloudhawk’s face. This was exactly the reaction he was hoping for. “Running around the battlefield like a comet works great in open war, but it isn’t suitable for one-on-one combat against a strong opponent. It’s too wasteful – you could have twice the psychic reserves and would still tire much faster than your enemy. If you made every attack more efficient or made every attack more effective, you’d be more of a threat.”

Dumont stared wide-eyed at the crater in the ground between them. What an amazing display! More of a threat was right!

The truth was that Cloudhawk had been a little disappointed when all he got from the skull were a few memories. After all, some long-dead codger’s thoughts didn’t translate to food in his belly, nor could he shove them into an enemy’s throat. He was starting to understand how much he undervalued this predecessor’s gift.

Knowledge was power. Power was knowledge.

For his own relics, the invisibility cloak was certainly high level. The Gospel of the Sands was an epic-tier artifact. If nothing else, learning to fully utilize those two would vastly increase his combat ability. How powerful had the Gospel been in the demon’s hands? Before, Cloudhawk could summon a small localized storm and maybe create a few sand arrows. That was hardly worth mentioning when compared to what the demon relic was capable of.

Cloudhawk stood before the three of them with his arms crossed, tall as a mountain peak. Confidence dripped from him as he declared, “So who else needs convincing?”

“Hey! What about me?!”

Eckard finally let go of his pride. He had to accept that this guy was some sort of amazing freak of nature.

He reminded him of Selene Cloude, who had joined the demon hunters when she was eight and became a high-ranked demon hunter by the age of fourteen. There were always things in this world that defied understanding, that defied expectations and challenged everything you thought you knew.

Oh. I almost forgot about him.

This was a little more difficult for Cloudhawk. His talents involved relics and their use, so he didn’t have a similarly shocking revelation for the martial artist. However, although he wasn’t as practiced in martial arts, he was confident he had something to satisfy Eckard.

Cloudhawk repeated the specifics of Spearhead that he’d shared earlier with Drake. He went over the tactical improvements and skills needed to improve the efficacy of the attack. If Eckard could master these modifications, they would benefit him quite a lot.

This guy even knew the secrets of martial arts? He couldn’t even do what he was describing!

By now, Cloudhawk could see from their faces that his instructors were thoroughly convinced.

Dumont stepped forward, his eyes fixed on Cloudhawk, and stood up on his toes to grab the young man by the shoulders. “I knew there was something different about you the moment I saw you. You’re one in a million. You know, I happen to have a niece… pretty as a piece of jade, looks like a goddess. You’re single. She’s single. It seems to be like you two are fated to meet…”

“That’s enough, Dumont!” Natessa couldn’t suffer any more of his nonsense. She looked back at Cloudhawk, sizing him up. “It’s late. Return to your team and share the news. You’re leaving in half an hour.”

“Yes, ma’am!”

Cloudhawk extricated himself from Dumont and fled as fast as his feet could take him.

“Ah, I wasn’t finished talking to him.”

Dumont frowned unhappily as Cloudhawk escaped. The young man didn’t even pretend to show the old man respect. He made a mental note to give him a few extra lashes the next time he had an opportunity.

Eckard looked discouraged. He had a nagging premonition that this little bastard was anything but good tidings. Cloudhawk showed up and just wiped his ass with their supposed superiority. Hell, they were the ones showing him respect after making him captain of his own squad. Was the whole lot of them gonna show up their instructors just the way Cloudhawk did?

“What hole was that kid shit out of?” Eckard muttered. “You know anything about him, Windham?”

“I checked,” Natessa replied. She was also deeply curious what the answer to that question was. “He came at the recommendation of the Polaris family, but any other details have been hard to come by. Best I can figure is that he came from the borderlands and immediately got into some dispute with the Cloude family when he entered the domain. Before that, nothing. No history. I’ve asked around but haven’t received any answers.”

“They definitely know what happened in the wastelands, but what happened recently was too sudden.” Dumont’s obscene grin faded. “Wolfblade’s attack, then this mission… strange, everything everywhere seems strange. I feel like something big is on the horizon. What do you think?”

“Whatever the case, there’s nothing we can do about it. Let’s deal with this mission first and go from there.”

The three instructors looked at one another in silent agreement.
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Cloudhawk sauntered back to the barracks, whistling happily and carrying Oddball in one hand. His squadmates surrounded him even before he had a chance to walk inside. 

“Ay-ya, captain! You were gone for so long that we were afraid something happened to you."

“Fuck! Keep away from me, will ya?”

Caspian rushed at him with hands extended to give him a backrub, but Cloudhawk scared him away with a kick. The one who bothered him most in this whole team wasn’t Claudia even though she was a constant thorn in his side. It was actually this handsy pansy.

Cloudhawk didn’t care about sexual orientation, and Caspian’s tastes were no secret. There were many homosexuals throughout the wastelands, so there was nothing strange there. This salacious guy though, he wasn’t right. He was good-looking and well put together, the only one in Tartarus Squad who could give Gabriel a run for his money when it came to looks. What gives?

Cloudhawk had a theory about this.

Frost was a handsome fella himself. He had so many fans that they could circle the barracks a hundred times over. He was also hugely paranoid and a true asshole. Gabriel and Caspian were also lookers. One was a psychopath with multiple personalities, and the other was an androgynous sex fiend.

The obvious conclusion was that handsome guys were all fucked in the head.

“Aw Captain, why are you always so mean to big brother Caspian?” Felina appeared at Cloudhawk’s side unseen and unannounced. “People care about you! We appreciate your help. Without you, many of us would have been kicked out already. If something happened to you, who would be our leader?”

When the hell did this bitch get so close to me?! “Demon Kitten” suited her just fine.

He’d been with the small gang for two months now. He didn’t have any expectations. He’d always been easygoing and wasn’t much interested in personal gain. He wasn’t out for accolades or rewards. But, he’d saved the trainees from more than a few beatings, so he developed a solid reputation.

As of yet, they didn’t know that Cloudhawk had come to an agreement with the instructors. He was gonna be an even more important figure around camp before long. 

Drake’s lumbering figure pushed through the crowd. “So, what’s the word?”

Cloudhawk shook his head. “It’s not real clear at the moment. Gather everyone up. We’re heading out soon.”

Everyone broke out into cheers. At last, they could say goodbye to this painful training!

“Hey Gabby, come here a second.”

Gabriel made his way over. The bashful expression on his face was the same as ever. “What’s up?” he squeaked.

Cloudhawk explained the situation to him in brief. “Frost will be there. He’s leading the whole thing. He asked for Tartarus Squad specifically. My guess is he’s looking to take a shot at us. You oughta be careful.”

Gabriel rubbed his nose. “So that’s the deal.”

“Don’t worry too much about it,” Cloudhawk said with a shrug. “I’ve taken some precautions. The instructors aren’t just gonna watch us get picked off. Just be cautious and don’t let Frost catch you slipping. We’ll be fine. We are Hell Valley special operatives, after all. Frost doesn’t have the right to go after us publicly.”

“Oh, I’m not worried. Naberius and I have wanted to see what Mr. Celebrity’s made of for a long time.”

Gabriel’s fingers teased a few invisible threads within his sleeves.

Tartarus Squad’s thirty members prepared their things and gathered their medicines, preparing to strike out. The docks above the outpost had been prepared, and a forty-foot vessel was docked overhead awaiting their arrival. All told, Hell Valley was sending six hundred soldiers. Tartarus Squad was just a piece of that troop.

The trainees were all in high spirits. It’d been two months of brutal drills and beatings without a single day of rest. This mission felt like a pleasant field trip to them.

The broad outline of the mission was made clear: Destroy a nest of traitors and blasphemers. That was it. They were holed up in Elysian territory. Help would be there when they needed it, but no one was coming for the heretics.

Sweep and clear, as simple as that.


109 / Sweep and Clear


The Elysian flying ship set sail.

Tartarus Squad was being briefed on what to expect.

“This is your first time setting out with Hell’s Army on a mission. Because it was such short notice, details on the mission are still unclear. So instead, we’re just going to go over what’s expected of you as a military unit.”

“Number one, we don’t exist. We don’t have a designation, and we don’t have commissioned officers. We are unknown. No matter the circumstances, you will not tell anyone about the existence of Hell’s Army. Not the civilians and not military personnel.”

“Two, the mission is your reality. Obeying orders is your duty. You will not question your commands or delay in carrying them out. Anyone who disobeys an order will be executed on the spot by their squad leader. If the captain gives instructions that violate mission orders, it is the squad’s duty to deal with him.”

“Back in Hell Valley, you were trainees, and violating the rules meant expulsion. But out here, you’re soldiers on a special mission. Disobeying orders not only means you die, but you’ll also bring shame to your family that they’ll never be able to live down. Remember your mission and have faith that everything you do is for the glory and prosperity of the domain!”

The harsh words from Instructor Cutter were not striking anymore. The students had become used to the vicious man’s ways. But, they were a little puzzled. This was a simple mission, by all accounts, so why go through so much trouble? How dangerous could even the strongest enemies in Skycloud be? The airship was approaching the enormous wall that marked the border of the Elysian lands.

Hell’s Army stood on the deck in two rows with their three instructors in the front. They noticed as the ship came into port that the docks were completely empty. There were no civilians, dockworkers, or commercial vessels in sight. Only warships.

“Hail, commander!”

A robust figure joined them on the ship’s deck.

He was wrapped in a white and gold cloak, and in his hand was a spear that looked to be carved from crystal. As he stood before the others, he removed his hood to reveal the chiseled, handsome features beneath. A pair of eyes as deep and cold as pools of ice water looked over the troops. Those harsh orbs shone like twin stars in a frigid winter sky and gave no hint that he wished to be approached.

Caspian Black’s eyes sparkled when he saw. He was ensorcelled by the look of the man. “Oh… are you seeing this? Frost de Winter… so handsome and manly. My heart’s racing!”

The other members of Tartarus Squad unconsciously shuffled a few inches away from him. Everyone wanted to keep their distance.

The three giants of Hell Valley greeted Frost with a salute, followed closely by their soldiers. Armor rattled as they placed fists against their chests.

Frost de Winter, demon hunter general and commander of the Knights of Splendor. He was the most outstanding leader of his generation, having earned more accolades than commanders twice his age. His prestige had only grown these last two months as he led men from one victory to another over the Dark Atom. He smashed half of the terrorist organization’s forces with one blow, thereby retaliating for the near destruction of Hell Valley. The people of the Elysian lands sang his praises, while the leadership showered him with honors. He was undeniably a rising star whose light had only just begun to gleam.

Frost’s face was twisted in dissatisfaction. “What took so long?”

Natessa responded in low and even tones, “The orders did not specify a time.”

Frost sniffed derisively. He was displeased, but there was nothing to say. It was his first time coming face-to-face with this special task force, and as he looked out over their faces, he noted their iron discipline. They were all around thirty to forty years of age, warriors who had clearly seen their fair share of fighting. At a glance, Frost could tell their reputation was deserved.

His eyes became ice-cold spears as they penetrated into the crowd and reached the group of young trainees near the back.

Their equipment was different from the veterans. Most wore demon hunter armor. The one who stood in front in the position held by a squad leader wore a dark grey cloak and had a black sword strapped to his back. A mask with a hideous demon’s face obscured his face, but the sparkling eyes did not flinch when they met his. Their stares met like a pair of daggers, spitting sparks into the air.

“The mission location is a village called Teal Ridge. It’s a remote hamlet at the base of the mountains, surrounded by difficult terrain. It has little contact with the rest of the domain and largely governs itself. As such, their connection to the Divine is weak. According to our information, there are fewer than a thousand residents here, and it has become a den for Dark Atom spies. From this town, they organize and orchestrate attacks on our home. What makes this mission tricky is the location. If we let them know we’re coming, the enemy agents will flee into the mountains. Caves are spread all throughout the region, so if our targets get away, it’ll be tens if not a hundred times more difficult to wipe them out.”

Military forces inside the domain were closely monitored. If they mobilized a large force, it was very likely that they would alert the enemy. What better way to gather up soldiers without notice than calling on a troop that did not exist?

“Dark Atom’s stronghold in Teal Ridge is the result of a decade’s hard work. We expect they’ve completely integrated with the local population. Spies and traitors have spread throughout village society and live like normal citizens. That continues until marching orders come from the wastelands. Meanwhile, the rot continues to grow, and they poison the minds of our pure and innocent believers to bring more to their side. This cancer is a threat to the safety and security of our glorious domain. But, if we are to eradicate every part of the weed that is the Dark Atom, it needs to be scorched down to the root. We must stop at nothing to complete our mission.”

Of course, he need not mention that if this mission was a success, Frost’s status in the capital would skyrocket.

“This is a letter of authorization from the Governor, signed by the Grand General and approved by the Temple, appointing me commander of this special operation.” Frost paused for a moment to show the paper to the three instructors. When he spoke again, his voice was like ice, frigid and emotionless. “I will be taking direct control of your special task unit designated Tartarus.”

His tone left no room for disagreement.

“We regretfully report that we cannot conform to your orders.” Instructor Windham faced Frost’s threatening demeanor with poise and calm. She did not back down in the least. “Hell’s Army is an independent organization,” she reminded him. “We follow mission instructions and perform them as we see fit. We will not assent to having our leadership supplanted on the field. Tartarus Squad, as a part of Hell’s Army, will only respond to orders from its commanding officers. We cannot acquiesce to demands to split our forces. We march together.”

Frost’s face turned as dark as a winter storm.

“Fuckin’ A! I know you’re hot shit these days, Frost, but there are rules. You called us to execute this mission and then presume to take control of and waltz off with one of our squads? Not gonna happen.” It was clear from Eckard’s tone what he thought of this young upstart. “If you insist on trying, we’ll call the mission off.”

The commanders of Hell’s Army were resolute. They were independent, autonomous. What did it matter what the governor appointed Frost to do? He had no authority over these soldiers. No Elysian officer did, not even Grand General Polaris himself. So long as the giants of Hell Valley held fast, no one was taking their warriors from them.

Frost flashed his eyes towards Cloudhawk and then understood. Hell Valley was declaring that he was under their protection.

How did that little mongrel manage that? None of the three instructors enjoyed much celebrity in the Elysian lands, and after dealing with the Dark Atom, he knew what sort of situation Hell Valley was in. The instructors were lauded demon hunters, however. Sometimes, even someone like the Grand General couldn’t expect respect from them. What’s more, you didn’t always win arguments with a clenched fist.

The mission was at hand. Now wasn’t the time for squabbles.

“Very well, if you three are that confident, I’ll keep my hands to myself. Here are the instructions for the mission. I insist that you read them carefully. Any deviation and I’m afraid I will have to hold you three personally responsible.”

Natessa took the orders from him and opened it to take a look. Her brows immediately furrowed, but she kept her thoughts to herself and put them away. “We appreciate your reminder, Commander Frost, but this is not the first time we’ve performed a mission like this. Please make yourself comfortable. Keep the mission secret and wait for word of our success. We’ll be finished within twenty-four hours.”

“I know what I’m meant to do.” Thinly veiled contempt flashed behind his eyes. “I know all about your troops’ style and reputation. I eagerly await the good news.”

With his orders delivered, Frost left Hell’s Army to its own devices.

“Our objectives have been set! Armor off. Prepare to fight!”

Cloudhawk didn’t understand what was happening. He looked around and saw all the soldiers removing their armor and keeping only their crossbows. They draped themselves with drums of compressed bolts, each one with a capacity of about eighty arrows. There were about six or seven drums per soldier, so they each had roughly five hundred bolts altogether. If that was the standard for the several hundred soldiers that came on the mission, then that was a huge amount of firepower.

These were experienced warriors too. They were solid marksmen who knew how to use their crossbows.

Unless they were facing elite opponents, their miss rate was very low. The village they were hitting had a thousand people, and they had enough arrows to skewer every person several times. In addition, the soldiers each had those versatile Elysian weapons that could shift quickly between bow and blade forms. They were prepared to fight in any situation.

The airship descended onto Teal Ridge village. 

Hell’s Army’s airship didn’t have any flags or markings, and all the soldiers on board had removed their armor. Nothing identified them as soldiers. They were a force that appeared from nowhere.

Natessa stood at the fore, looking over the horizon towards the village that was pulling into view. Her long hair blew in the breeze, but her face was as smooth and unreadable as a lake surface.

Dumont stood nearby, tall and silent like a statue. All the soldiers of Hell’s Army splayed out behind them in total silence.

Cloudhawk and the others found the whole thing strange. A creeping suspicion whispered in the back of their minds, telling them that this mission wasn’t as simple as they expected.

“Ten minutes to drop zone!” Eckard began shouting orders. “Squads one and two, lock down the exits. Three and four, you got the streets. Five, six, seven – spread through the city and take the districts as well as the docks. Make sure no one gets away.”

Cloudhawk called out, unable to hold back his curiosity, “What’s our mission?”

“Tartarus Squad has its own task. Take this intelligence briefing and go to the area indicated. That’s the Dark Atom stronghold, which you will attack directly. If you encounter any terrorists, do what you can to capture them alive. If you can’t, make sure they’re dead. Understood?”

Cloudhawk nodded. “Got it.”

Natessa added her voice, “This is your first mission. Once you’ve finished the assault on where your targets are holed up, you wait for further orders. Do not participate in the rest of the battle no matter what you see.”

Cloudhawk wanted to ask why, but the question never got past his lips. Eckard’s warning not to question orders echoed in his ears. This was a mission, and it had to be executed exactly as instructed. A soldier didn’t need to know why.

“Get ready!”

Tartarus Squad was given their orders and the intelligence report. The thirty trainees got ready for their first mission.

Eckard moved on to gather a group of a dozen or so officers. They also served as assistant instructors during training and were strong and capable men. He gave them their own set of orders.

“You two go with Tartarus Squad and keep an eye on their situation. Make sure they don’t fuck around or mess it up.”

The two men snapped to attention. One of them asked what their orders were exactly. Eckard lit a cigarette and took a drag before answering, but when he spoke, he said what they already knew.

“Sweep and clear.”


110 / The Mission Begins


Teal Ridge was a village situated in the south of the region at the base of the sector’s largest mountain. Beautiful vistas rose all around the remote village where there lived a population of simple and honest folk. They tilled their land, tended their groves, and hunted the fields – perfectly self-sufficient. For the last decade, they’d had little contact with the outside world. The stringent doctrines of faith and decorum were lax here. It was a place of rarely found serenity.

The village’s buildings and layout were exactly like any other Elysian settlement, featuring beautiful craftsmanship and a tendency towards aesthetics. Of course, it wasn’t nearly as grand and complicated as the domain’s capital city. The spire-like dwellings were five to six meters tall only and were spread out among six districts. They were fan-shaped, interspersed with pockets of green and separated by roads. The districts curved around so that the whole village was arranged in a circle like a plate. In the very center of the village was its only church.

The Church of Divine Brilliance was where Teal Ridge’s faith was centered. It was a place of prayer, healing, and sermonizing. This was a notable church throughout Skycloud domain that enjoyed considerable influence. Devotees prayed to the gods of Light and War, and the Knights of Splendor were, in fact, an offshoot of their order.

A ten-year-old boy squealed with delight as he played with a pigeon outside the church doors. A man in white clerical garb approached the child and smiled. “Caelum, you naughty thing. Obviously, your sister still has a lot to teach you.”

“Hey, I was looking for you! You said you wanted me to join the church. Why didn’t you keep your word?”

“Don’t rush now. You’re still too young. We can talk about it once you’re older.”

The boy pulled a long face, displeased with the man’s answer.

The man in white gently shook his head. Caelum and his sister were the most talented children in Teal Ridge. His sister had shown an interest in the organization when she was fourteen and had joined. Caelum was shaping up to be a fine man himself, but having both brother and sister join at the same time was inappropriate.

When the clergyman thought back to their circumstances, he felt a pang of worry. It’d been a month since they had any word from the Dark Atom. Word had come from the capital that their forces had been dealt a serious blow, but any specifics were hard to come by.

The man in white was a member of the Dark Atom and oversaw the organization’s actions within the domain. The village’s Church of Divine Brilliance was their stronghold. Teal Ridge was an unassuming place few people paid any mind to, and the church especially made for fine cover. Working as a priest afforded him the prestige and cover he needed to perform his duties without fear. It had allowed him to operate in the village for a long time. Hundreds of new soldiers had been recruited over the years and sent out to other towns. One day, they would prove invaluable.

“Oh wow, look! It’s an airship!”

He heard someone exclaim in surprise. Teal Ridge didn’t have docks, much less ships to moor there. If someone wanted to travel by ship, they would need to first make their way to the nearest city, which made even the most humble airships a rare sight here.

Warships were completely different from their merchant or civilian counterparts. For starters, they were quite a bit larger and were equipped with energy pylons that they used for attack and defense. Once combat broke out, those pylons were used to create defensive shields or fire bolts of energy. Obviously, neither merchant vessels nor traveling ships had such things. As small as their village was, even merchant ships hardly ever crossed their airspace. So what was a warship doing here?

“Caelum, go home.” He took the child by the arm and looked him in the eyes. “Go home and do not come back out. Do you understand? Don’t ask questions. Just go. Now!”

He let go, and the boy took off. Once the clergyman was sure the child would listen, he disappeared back into the church. He quickly climbed the belfry and began to chime the enormous bell within.

The warship slowly descended through the chill mountain air towards Teal Ridge. When it got close enough, a burst of light shot out from it. Something struck the ground, a sort of cord. Soldiers bearing military-grade crossbows slid down the cord to the ground below and quickly took control of the area.

When had this sleepy hamlet ever seen something like this? The peaceful town’s serenity was instantly shattered.

“What’s going on?”

“What’s all this noise outside?”

“No time to explain. Gather your weapons and get ready to run!”

The priests were all gathered. The eldest among them was in his seventies, while the youngest was only fourteen, a young girl. The man in white rushed past them to open up a secret chamber they had been using to conceal their weapons. The young girl watched the chaos with wide, worried eyes. “What happened?”

The clergyman pressed a gun into her hands. “You have to come with us. Keep yourself safe!”

“U-uncle, what about you?”

He shut the heavy door without giving her an answer. The others grabbed her and quickly set off down the secret passage. From the other side of the door, the clergymen heard their footsteps fade and sighed in relief but also in pain. Thoughts of his own wife and child flashed through his head. For eight years, he’d hidden here among the Elysian people and built a family. Ties like those couldn’t be cut at a moment’s notice.

This church held too many secrets, including files on their many members. If they were found, then all would be lost.

By now, the warship was hovering just over the church. A great light filled the nave, enveloping everything. Then, thirty figures appeared before the church door. They were all clad in different garb and did not look like normal soldiers. Most of them wore very recognizable armor.

Demon hunters!

The clergyman heaved the door shut and locked them.

His hands fumbled for the self-destruct controller to activate the explosives set around the church. He pressed the button.

The clergyman knew he would not escape, but he could at least cover the others while they made a run for it. At least, he would destroy all the secrets hidden here. His wife and child were innocent and knew nothing of his actions. He felt sorry for them, for what he would have to put them through. All he could hope for was that the Elysians would let them live.
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Cloudhawk led Tartarus Squad to the place indicated by the intelligence report. When they got there, he and his crew were met with the unexpected view of a church façade. This was where the Dark Atom had been hiding. They’d turned it into a secret hideout, a testament to what they were capable of.

“Move it! Move it!”

“Quick, let’s go!”

His squad burst into action the moment they arrived. The church had become a den of spies and once destroyed, it was sure to cripple Dark Atom efforts throughout the domain. Tartarus Squad’s trainees were all eager to prove themselves and charged impatiently forward.

However, Cloudhawk felt something wasn’t right. He stared at the church as the premonition grew. He then waved a hand at the others. “Wait!”

He slowly raised his hand. 

Oddball fluttered its wings and rose into the air. Its round little body slipped through one of the windows and found that the inside of the church was empty except for a single man in white. The bird’s keen eyes saw strange marks all over on the walls, the pillars, and the floor. Its sharp hearing picked out the sound of dripping water. A bomb. A Dark Atom explosive. The terrorist knew they’d been found out and was going to try and take the invaders out with him.

“This place is covered in explosives. The second we walk in, they’ll go off.”

“Captain, we haven’t gone in yet. How do you know?”

“Cut the shit! No one move!”

Cloudhawk pulled the Gospel of the Sands from his clothes and then gently threw it forward. It dissolved in midair, becoming countless grains of yellow sand. The grit gathered together into a humanoid shape moments later. At first, it was obviously not real, but little by little, the details emerged. Soon, the sand golem bore the spitting image of Cloudhawk.

A sand clone? His squadmates looked on in wonder.

He’d used this power before in his fight against Drake, but it was the first time they were seeing it clearly. What an amazing trick! His clone strode cautiously into the church and uttered a single sentence, “You don’t need to fight.”

The clergymen looked calmly at the masked man as he stepped inside. He didn’t say anything. There was nothing that needed saying.

The two had different beliefs, even different values. What could be said to change that? Now that he was here, the clergyman didn’t regret his path. Revolution required sacrifice, and it was due to the efforts of thousands before him that the fires of insurrection still burned to this day. The fires weren’t strong enough yet, but one day, it would grow to become an inferno, and a new world would rise from the ashes.

“Long live the Dark Atom!”

The godly statues, painted ceiling, carved pillars, and polished floors all erupted at once. The hellish flames swallowed the man in white first and then surged like a stampede across where Cloudhawk stood. The explosion blasted the windows and sprayed shattered glass all around. Flames reached from the cavities like hands groping from the abyss of hell. The trainees outside were struck by a wall of heat.

Everyone hit the floor, but the explosion still knocked the breath out of them and made their heads spin. A few of the weaker ones sustained minor injuries.

They stared at the smoldering wreckage, disbelief on their faces. How could they have packed so many explosives in that church?

With ashen faces, the trainees picked themselves up off the ground. The church and everything around it had become a lake of fire. The only thing that survived was a wisp of sand, which floated by on the wind and gathered in Cloudhawk’s palm. It reformed into a metal-bound book that depicted scenes of the desert on its cover.

“It’s a good thing the captain stopped us.” Felina’s heart was still racing. “Otherwise, there wouldn’t have been anything left of us.”
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At roughly the same time, Frost de Winter was waiting with a fleet of airships nearby.

He slowly opened his eyes. “It’s time. They’ve likely begun. Let’s see for ourselves.”

An aide from the Cloude family stood by his side. “Sir, I don’t think we should. We were instructed to wait here for Hell’s Army to clear the area and then go in. If we go in now, we might reveal the army’s existence.”

“Don’t worry. I’m not bringing all of our troops. Just a few men.”

“Sir-“

“I suspect Hell’s Army isn’t performing the mission as instructed. I must see to matters for myself. Isn’t that what’s expected of a commander?” As Frost slowly rose to his feet, a carpet of frost spread out beneath him. He looked out in Teal Ridge’s direction, and a smile crept onto his lips. “Call that new fellow.”

The Cloude family servant had to obey.


111 / A Massacre


Hell’s Army was an organization with rich experience and a high rate of success in their missions. They blockaded the streets of Teal Ridge in short order and acted in a similar fashion with the walls and docks. Before long, this village of fewer than ten thousand was completely under their control. It was a tremendous shock to the sleepy village, which was further enhanced by the subsequent explosion from the Church of Divine Brilliance that rattled every building. Fear gripped the hearts of the innocent citizens as they watched grizzled soldiers efficiently invade their home.

Soldiers flooded the streets, spreading out through the alleys and shouting in unison.

“Everyone has ten minutes to come out of their homes! Teal Ridge has come under emergency military control!”

The invading force consisted of fewer than a thousand men, but they were hardened warriors who had done this sort of thing many times before. Soon, every street was under their control. All the village denizens – men, women, old, and young – stumbled out of their homes and were instantly gathered.

Of course, none of them understood what was happening. Faced with the fierce soldiers and the suddenness of it all, they made no effort to struggle or disobey their orders. Meekly, they were penned together to await their fates.

The ruins of their church smoldered on the horizon.

Cloudhawk shut his eyes and felt a wave of murderous intent wash over him. The premonition only grew. Meanwhile, the rest of Tartarus Squad combed through the debris.

“We haven’t found any remains.” Felina picked her way out of the ruins and towards Cloudhawk. She hadn’t picked up on the same thing he had and so was calmly delivering her report. “It looks like the terrorists have escaped. This snake’s nest is empty.”

“Hmph. That was an awfully quick reaction they had. They all got away in a hurry.” Drake’s face was sullen and angry, clearly upset that they failed in their mission. “Boss, we can’t just let them escape.”

Cloudhawk was only half listening. His looked down the myriad streets and shrugged helplessly. “Do you have any suggestions?”

“You need to ask? Hunt them down and get rid of them!”

The members of Tartarus Squad were all in agreement. Just the opportunity to join this mission was a rare opportunity, and their small troop was filled with talented people eager to show off their skills. More than a few of them had fought for the chance to join Hell Valley. Some of the demon hunters were skilled trackers, which meant Tartarus Squad had the tools necessary to find those that had slipped from their grasp.

“Alright, well let’s…“

Cloudhawk went through a list of orders, but before they could be carried out, the two assistant instructors sent to watch over them shut him down. “The instructors made their commands clear. Your job is done. From now on, you sit back and watch. Anyone who acts outside of these parameters will be dealt with by military tribunal.”

Well, that was that. Only, it certainly seemed like an odd order, didn’t it?

The average Tartarus Squad member was more worthy in a fight than your typical Hell’s Army soldier. Most were demon hunters, meaning they had access to special abilities normal soldiers did not. Ignoring all of that made little sense from a tactical point of view.

“Do not question your superior officers.” One of the assistants reminded Cloudhawk of the rules in a low and dangerous voice. “For you lot, this mission is a field exercise, nothing more. So keep your eyes open and learn what you can. There are some things you can only pick up on the front lines.”

The thirty-some trainees looked at one another speechlessly.

For Cloudhawk’s part, he didn’t have the faintest idea what their officers’ intentions were [1], but he felt that uncomfortable feeling grow. He was still pondering the logic when an enormous black silhouette lumbered into view in the skies above.

The warship blotted out the sun as it closed in on Teal Ridge. Slowly, it descended while the energy pylons sparked with power. Crackling bolts of energy slithered up the pylons like serpents and ultimately gathered into a blinding ball of light.

Boom-boom-boom-boom! [2]

All of the pylons released their payloads at once.

The orbs were shot into the air where they erupted into blooms of light. Columns of energy lanced out from them, giant blades of energy that carved brutal swaths through the village below. Spire-shaped homes crumbled into dust, starting from their pointed roofs that then collapsed in on the rest of the building. They were erased in a moment as though made of paper.

And this was just the beginning.

The warship had half a dozen pylons, and each attack was as destructive as the last. One after another, these energy weapons obliterated the city with beams of energy striking the ground with the force of a meteor shower. How could this unassuming hamlet endure an attack like this? Most of the village was obliterated in one volley. Fires burned through every district where people had been happily going about their day just moments ago.

Acrid smoke mingled with frightening explosions turned Teal Ridge into a hellscape.

“How are we supposed to evacuate them so quickly? Using a warship on this village is overkill!” Claudia’s angry eyes snapped towards the closest assistant instructor. “Who knows how many innocent people will be killed. You people are insane!”

“No, this is the signal to show us that the mission is in full swing.” The assistant fixed her with a cold, grim stare. “Now, your education really begins.”

Education? What did he mean?

As the choking smoke enveloped the streets, it brought the piercing screams of fear and pain. Unarmed villagers fled their way, but where was the enemy? Tartarus Squad members dropped into combat readiness, weapons raised and relics ready.

Hell’s Army soldiers burst through the smoke with crossbows raised, marching down the street in a tight line. They steadily followed in the haphazard footsteps of the villagers as they fled. The glinting bolts of their weapons were aimed steadily ahead at the backs of the defenseless men and women they were meant to protect.

“Fire!”

The soldiers were as stoic as boulders and followed the order without a moment’s hesitation. Crossbow bolts were released in a torrent.

They descended on the crowd like deadly locusts, a killing wind. Screams answered. Elysian crossbows were as deadly as any wastelander rifle, especially in the hands of these soldiers. It would give even an experienced demon hunter pause lest they find themselves studded with a hundred bolts. How much deadlier was it against an unarmed farmer?

With unmitigated power, the bolts punched through skin, sinew, and bone, tearing apart organs in their passage. In a breath, one-third of the crowd was slain. The ground was covered in writhing bodies and corpses slowly sinking into pools of blood.

The trainees couldn’t believe what they were seeing. Hell’s Army was cutting down innocent villagers!

Several of the members of Tartarus Squad couldn’t hold themselves back and jumped into the crowd of villagers. This forced the soldiers to hold their fire, and they shouted angrily at the greenhorns, “What are you doing?! Don’t get in our way. Move!”

“You do this and call yourselves soldiers?! Aren’t soldiers meant to protect the people?” Drake had his sword clenched in a shaking fist. “This is blasphemy, a sin! It’s a massacre!”

Claudia had her exorcist rod in hand, ready to charge at any moment.

One of the assistants moved, quick as a whip, and slapped Claudia across her face. The force sent her toppling into a pile of rubble.

“The enemy has operated in this village for too long. The existence of this place is no longer worth the risk. We do this because we have to, for the security of the whole domain.”

“Military orders are incontestable. A soldier obeys and does not question. Hell’s Army is here to complete a mission, and anyone who stands in our way will face the consequences!”

Chaos ensued. How could they say that?! Their existence didn’t outweigh the risk?

Where was the uncompromising glory of the Elysian people? Where was their unbreakable honor? Their faith? The trainees looked around as though they were caught in a nightmare. They were furious, lost, and confused. Their minds were seas of intense and conflicting emotions.

Gabriel shrugged as though he’d known this was coming, but it was Cloudhawk who remained calmest in the sea of turmoil. He calmly raised his voice to make an observation. “Wiping out this village is not going to end well.”

“That’s why Hell’s Army does not exist. Frost’s soldiers are fifty kilometers away. When we’re finished, it will look like the Dark Atom found out they were exposed and went on a rampage, killing everyone in the village. Our heroic young commander will then ride in with the cavalry once he gets the news. He will arrive with his righteous cavalry and, although he was too late to save the town, he will have erased the blasphemers. He’ll then return triumphantly to Skycloud City where they’ll sing his praises and mourn their lost brethren. And their hatred for the Dark Atom will seep even deeper.”

“This is the reason for Hell’s Army?” Cloudhawk finally understood what Skye Polaris had meant when he called it “a necessary evil.” “This whole world is nothing but hypocrisy and lies.”

The assistant was surprised at Cloudhawk’s outward calm. All the others were stunned by the truth when they first learned it, but not him. He wasn’t shocked or angry. He just saw it for what it was.

But, it was good news. If Cloudhawk wasn’t going to make trouble, it would cause the rest of his team to keep its cool. After all, he’d earned himself considerable prestige among his peers over the last couple of months. These greenhorns still followed his lead.

Veronika helped pull Claudia up from the ruins she’d fallen onto.

She couldn’t believe what she was seeing. Elysian soldiers were supposed to be the most devout of believers. Wasn’t their responsibility to protect these people? How could they massacre the innocent like this here within the walls of their own domain? She couldn’t… she couldn’t accept it. This couldn’t be real. Skycloud City couldn’t have ordered something like this.

“How is this any different than what demons do?!”

“Claudia, I’ve tolerated your naive horseshit for too long. Enough is enough!” Cloudhawk drew himself up, calling on all the authority he’d learned as their captain. “Sometimes, sacrifices are necessary for the long term security of the domain. These sacrifices aren’t just wastelander lives but also Elysians. Not just commoners but also every nameless soldier that renounced fame for duty. If you can’t understand that, then you have no business being a soldier.” [3]

1. The Chinese is “what sort of medicine is in the gourd”

2. I was asked once what the onomatopoeia for these sounds was in Chinese: 轰轰轰– hong hong hong!

3. This plays to an interesting fact I witnessed while living in China. In short, the country and its people believe very deeply in the idea that “the ends justify the means.” It’s taught to them through stories of the communist revolution, xinhai revolution, and the warring states period. If your cause is just, then all manner of evils are permissible. Perhaps this lays in the Confucian tenet of “sacrifice for the good of the community.” One story that highlights this perfectly concerns the general Cao Cao. On the eve of a battle with a rival general, he ordered his granary officers to distribute half rations to his soldiers against the granary officer’s wishes. His men were already hungry and on the verge of revolt. Meanwhile, Cao Cao had purchased a large store of grain but had told no one. The next day, he dragged his granary officer before everyone and accused him of keeping grain for himself and then had him executed before the soldiers. Rations were restored and then some. Morale soared, and they go on to win the fight. Now, Cao Cao is widely considered a pretty cruel guy but is highly respected for his actions – all done in service of his people. He was just one man, of course, but there are examples where twenty thousand were sacrificed towards some end without their knowledge. How do you, as a Western reader, feel about this? How do you feel about Cloudhawk taking a similar view?


112 / Acknowledged But Not Accepted


When Cloudhawk opened his mouth, the others went silent. Who could have expected him to spout these unkind words? Only Claudia knew that her captain’s words were dripping with sarcasm.

Had she not always believed that Elysians were better than wastelanders? So long as the holy domain benefited, then wastelanders were nothing more than insects to be indiscriminately crushed beneath her boot. Why, then, could the same logic not be applied from Cloudhawk’s point of view?

Were the lives of these innocents worth nothing to Hell’s Army? In the cold light of logic, it just made sense to sacrifice one for the many. But, it was anything but righteous and was nothing any self-respecting Elysian would accept [1]. Wiping out these villagers might save others, but have they given any thought to what they lost?

The two assistants regarded Cloudhawk with some surprise. Did this young man really get it so quickly? He was definitely more than meets the eye.

“You might look at us as monsters, but that’s not how we see it,” one of the assistants explained. “What we do, a demon might do as well, but the difference is that demons will do anything to achieve their evil goals. We will do anything to protect what can be protected. We give our honor, our dignity, and even our lives for that purpose!”

“This world is a place of darkness and light, of good and evil. Sometimes, sins are necessary, and Master Arcturus created Hell’s Army so that people like us could get our hands dirty when the need arose. In exchange, the countless people who live in Skycloud domain remain safe and happy. Now, all of you have come to us, and so long as you’re part of Hell’s Army, you have to accept reality. Evil will always be around. Sometimes, it has to be.”

“It’s the most important lesson you can learn in Hell Valley.”

Drake felt like everything he valued and all he knew of the world had been turned upside down. He thought back to when they first enrolled in this damn training program. One of the assistants had said, “If Skycloud domain is a tree, then we are the roots. We never see the sun. Our lives are spent in the damp and dark. Down here, you can’t avoid the filth, but without us, what do you think would happen to those like you – that luxurious foliage, out in the sun? All the fragrance of the flowers and the rich, ripe fruit… but people only saw the beauty above. They did not know the cruelty that let such things grow.” Was this truly how it was?

A rumbling sound came from the east. Explosions!

Hell’s Army was under attack. Cloudhawk could hear the telltale pop of gunfire. Here in the Elysian lands, guns were forbidden, so those using them had to be none other than the Dark Atom.

Sure enough, as the assistant instructors swung their eyes towards the sound, they saw their fellow soldiers shift from killing civilians to fleeing themselves. At least two hundred gun-toting terrorists were coming their way with advanced weaponry and were spraying the area with bullets.

A bearded man, his body draped in a bandolier of grenades, rushed at them. “Get outta here!”

This man was a common soldier of the Church of Divine Brilliance and a member of the Dark Atom. They’d escaped through the secret tunnels, but when they learned that soldiers were slaughtering innocents, they turned back. Most of them had built lives in Teal Ridge. Abandoning their roots was easier said than done.

They couldn’t simply stand by and watch the villagers get mowed down! They couldn’t turn a blind eye to the fear and despair painted on so many familiar faces.

“I’ll hold them off!” The bearded man ripped one of the grenades free, leaving the pin behind. Like a mad bull, he rushed at the veterans of Hell’s Army. Half a dozen bolts jutted from various parts of his body, but they didn’t slow him down. “Run… run!”

Boom!

The terrorist charged into the line of soldiers and detonated. He was immediately swallowed up in a terrifying inferno, and the force blasted many of the soldiers away. He sacrificed his life to give the surviving villagers some breathing room and a chance to escape. After a moment of frozen fear, they began to scatter while more members of the Dark Atom poured in to block Hell’s Army.

The assistants blanched as the scene played out. “Son of a bitch!”

Claudia, Drake, Caspian, Veronika, Felina… all of these noble-born trainees looked around at the carnage in horrified shock. Despite being greatly outmatched, the Dark Atom fighters were sacrificing their lives for the villagers. Terrorists were standing between innocent Elysians and the crack troops of Hell Valley who were trying to murder them all.

Who were the bad guys? Who was right?

The whole world seemed backwards, or maybe the world had always been like this. As the truth of it hit them, the trainees felt utterly lost.

Although the terrorists were no match for the Elysian soldiers, they still fought on. Casualties were much higher on their side, but the valley’s troops were still suffering injuries. The assistants looked back at the green Tartarus trainees with hesitation in their eyes.

“Support is needed everywhere.” Cloudhawk saw the shift in their expressions. He stepped up. “I can handle this section. Go.”

The two men who were there to look after the trainees shared a wordless glance. Everything that needed to be said was already put out there. Now, it was time to fight.

“Attack!”

The assistants gathered a group of soldiers and charged into the fray.

As they raced off, the trainees saw a young girl appear through the smoke. She had to be only about ten years old, but she cradled a gun as big as she was. Her face was a tear-streaked mess of dirt. A tiny yell rang from her throat as she fired at the soldiers.

Claudia shouted at her, “No!”

One of the soldiers shot back at her with a crossbow. Her pretty white clothing immediately became a stark crimson as blood soaked through it. She stumbled to the ground like a butterfly with a broken wing. One of the arrows had struck her right between her delicate eyebrows. She stared straight ahead, eyes wide and glistening.

Claudia couldn’t bear it and crumpled to the floor. “Why?!”

“You think this is terrible? Things like this happen every day in the wastelands. Everywhere your people go, this is what they leave behind.” Cloudhawk’s face was hard and cold. Only when the assistants had left did his hands curl into angry fists. He lifted his right hand and wrapped it around his sword’s handle. “Now do you understand where I come from?”

“Ca… captain!” Felina stared at everything happening around them, her face ashen. All of a sudden, the demon kitten was as helpless as a housecat. Her eyes anxiously watched the valley’s soldiers getting farther away. “What do we do?”

Everyone was more lost and confused than ever before in their sheltered lives. What they witnessed completely shattered everything they knew of the world.

“What I propose is in your best interests. Stay here.” Cloudhawk watched the soldiers disappear into the smoke. “There’s something I gotta do.”

“Sister! Sister!”

A boy who couldn’t have been older than ten crawled out of the rubble. His face was covered in blood, and he sobbed hysterically. He tugged at the corpse splayed out in front of him, begging her to wake up. It was an image from the most sickening of nightmares. A group of soldiers saw him and leveled their crossbows at the boy.

Cloudhawk pulled Quiet Carnage from its sheath. His grey cloak fluttered as suddenly he raced forward. The soldiers were close, but Cloudhawk was his own man – no one was going to stand in his way. Cloudhawk got close and then –

Snap! Thud!

He brought his hand down in a chop against the closest soldier’s throat. The veteran instantly collapsed to the ground. With his right hand, he shoved the hilt of his sword into the next warrior’s neck. The second soldier joined the first in a pile.

The third soldier had enough time to spin around before Cloudhawk’s blow found him, knocking him out cold.

Cloudhawk leaned over and helped the little boy up. He was as frail as a baby bird. He then went over to help an old man who’d taken a crossbow bolt in the leg. He looked over the survivors. “Run!”

“Thank you. Thank you!”

Their eyes burned from grateful tears. Members of Tartarus Squad watched idly as he knocked the soldiers out, saving the lives of those they were meant to kill. There were several in his team who could have stopped Cloudhawk, but at the moment, they were incapable. What was this about? Hadn’t their captain, just seconds ago, agreed with what the assistants were doing? So why was he saving the villagers all of a sudden?

Was everything he said before just an act?

Disobeying orders was a sin.

Attacking soldiers was a sin.

Rescuing heretics. A sin!

Had Cloudhawk given any thought to the consequences? Of course he had! But, he decided to do this anyway. As for all the rest, he didn’t care.

As Cloudhawk disappeared from view while leading the survivors to safety, Claudia stared blankly. Something came over her, an epiphany. Wasn’t this exactly what he’d done out in the wastelands at Lighthouse Pointe? Just like how he’d shown no fear of her, Cloudhawk did not hesitate to fly in the face of military law. This was who he was. He hadn’t changed at all.

Some truths could be acknowledged but never accepted.

That was what made Cloudhawk who he was. He rejected his destiny as a scavenger, and it gave him the courage to fight his way out of the wastelands. He repeatedly did what others couldn’t fathom or understand because defiance was built into his bones.

Cloudhawk had a crowd of seventeen or eighteen survivors. A group this big trying to escape notice wasn’t going to happen. Four valley soldiers ran at them from a nearby corner. When they saw who was helping the survivors, they paused in surprised and then raised their crossbows.

“Captain of Tartarus Squad, do you know what you’re doing?! Put down those traitors immediately!”

“I’ll put you down!”

Cloudhawk waved his hand, and a wall of sand rose from the ground just in time to protect his group from a volley of bolts. However, the soldiers would not be so easily foiled. A few of their attacks managed to slip past his wall and were headed right for Cloudhawk. He extended his left hand and forced the wall of sand forward while knocking away the bolts that got close with the sword in his right hand. He rushed at his attackers head-on.

One of them screamed back, “Are you crazy?! This is rebellion!”

Cloudhawk replied with a bleak grin, “I guess so.”

The soldiers gaped at him. By then, the wall of sand had descended upon them. If it surrounded them, they would be crushed to a pulp as though caught in the grip of a giant. There was no going back – if Cloudhawk did this, no excuse would save him from the consequences.

“Dodge!”

The soldiers were skilled men, and as the torrent of sand came crashing down, they all leaped into the air. They scattered through the ruins or shells of buildings and dropped their crossbows in favor of the Elysian weapons strapped to their backs.

Well shit, Cloudhawk thought. 

This isn’t going to end well for me.

1. This calls to mind the Butcher. Did he not do this exact thing? Think about what the difference was, and it might shed some light on how the Elysian lands operate.


113 / Walking This Path Until Darkness Falls


It was like a nightmare.

Up to today, Caelum had lived a peaceful childhood here in this small village, and then everything changed. He was too young to understand what was happening. His mind hadn’t yet matured to that point. All he knew was that the streets he played on were sudden on fire. Terrifying and evil men were roaming the alleys with weapons, killing all the people he knew. His sister was one of their victims. He watched her die with his own eyes.

To young Caelum, it was like he was watching his whole world collapse. When those soldiers pointed their crossbows at him, he felt fear for the first time in his short life.

And hatred.

Just when he was sure he would join his sister in death, a shadow fell over the evil soldiers. This new person wore a scary mask that hid his face. He wasn’t as big or as strong as the other men, but he moved like a ghost. Before he knew what happened, the three soldiers were unconscious on the ground, and the stranger was helping him to his feet.

The man had the strongest grip he’d ever felt. It gave him a sense of security and dried his tears. Caelum looks through the mask at the black, glimmering eyes beneath. He would never forget those eyes. The next part came in flashes – streets choked with corpses, ruined homes, smoke, and fire. He was again surprised as he watched the masked man run along walls to protect them from another group of soldiers. Wind and sand danced at his will as he beat back the four bad men, keeping him between them and the dozen or so survivors.

Caelum stood locked in pace, his tiny hands curled into fists.

Was this one of the demon hunters he heard about? If he had been as strong as them, he could have protected his sister! If he lived, he swore never to forget what these bad men did. 

The fight against those four soldiers had been difficult. Besides the fact that they were no pushovers, he also had to protect the people with him. It was a lot of things to juggle.

One of the soldiers called out kindly, “Hey newbie, you’re just confused! You aren’t supposed to be helping them. Stop right now and we’ll forget it ever happened. You’re just a trainee at the valley, not even twenty years old yet. You got a bright future, kid. The world’s a big place. Don’t throw it away.”

“The world is a big place, and I just take up a few inches of it. If I live a hundred years, that’s thirty-six thousand five hundred days of what you call confusion. What’s bad about that? Fuck your ‘grand Elysian cause.’ It’s bullshit!” Cloudhawk stood tall before them, sword in hand. “If I see something disgusting that I can prevent, then I’m stepping in. Piss me off, and I fight back. No use splitting hairs. Living right is hard enough as it is.”

“You’re beyond saving. Cut him down!”

The soldiers had looked favorably on Cloudhawk before but found him intractable now. Just as they were ready to charge at him, two of their number were summarily knocked unconscious. The remaining two paused as they tried to get their bearings. They reached for flares, but before they could signal more soldiers, they too were quickly beaten senseless.

All four were dealt with, and Cloudhawk hadn’t lifted a finger. He blinked at his sudden shift in fortunes.

Those veterans were tough, and he was sure he wouldn’t have been able to take them out so quickly unless he took them by surprise. Two figures stepped out to reveal themselves as the culprits. The first was a large bronze-skinned man in black armor with a huge sword in one hand. The second was a handsome blonde-haired, blue-eyed man with a sheepish expression. They were joined moments later by a sly-looking demon hunter.

The third man was clearly being held hostage by the other two. A pair of transparent, metallic orbs floated through the air to hover over his palms. Once the surprise wore off, Cloudhawk recognized him as a member of his squad, Rohan Stalwart. He was born in an average Elysian town with the innate ability to control both wind and thunder-type relics. The four soldiers suddenly falling unconscious were surely his handiwork.

Rohan whined bitterly, “Oh man, this is a disaster! If my family finds out, they’ll peel the skin from my bones!”

“Oh shut the hell up. We’ll bear the blame for this nonsense. What are you scared of? Now go!” Drake clearly had no kind feelings towards this troublesome young man and showed a distasteful expression just having to associate with him. He gave him a swift kick. “Get out of my sight!”

Rohan heard Drake’s rude tone, but he knew the larger trainee was trying to protect him from what they were about to do. He hesitated for a moment but, in the end, chose to withdraw. He didn’t have the courage to commit treason. After all, Drake came from a lauded family with countless talented offspring. Rohan had the reputation of his family squarely on his shoulders, so even if he didn’t care, he still had to think of his family’s name.

Cloudhawk looked at the two who remained with surprise clear on his face. “You two…”

Gabriel chuckled but said nothing. Drake hefted his blade heroically. “We can’t let you steal all the glory. I’ve also been itching for a little fun. What about it?”

Cloudhawk had to admire the burly guy. For him and Gabriel, it didn’t matter: one had murdered an oracle while the other ignored rules as a force of habit since he could leave whenever he pleased. That was not the case for Drake since he was a member of an influential family. His responsibilities far outweighed anything the other two men had to contend with. For him to join them now was nothing short of harebrained, but it sure highlighted the man’s character.

He wasn’t just a meathead. Attacking the demon hunters in Deadwood Forest proved he had smarts and could think tactically. He was also bold, ambitious, and willing to help his brothers when it mattered most. With the right foundation and knowledge of martial arts at such a young age, he was destined to become a celebrated military leader in the future.

Cloudhawk was a lost cause. It didn’t matter what happened to his reputation. But if Drake’s destiny was compromised, that would be a shame.

Drake frowned at him. “Why are you looking at me like that? You didn’t catch something from that sissy Caspian, did you? I’m telling you, I don’t have any interest in guys.”

“Oh fuck you.”

“Uh, can you two flirt later?” Gabriel interrupted their exchange in his meek voice. “We’re going to get surrounded if we stick around.”

Cloudhawk, Gabriel, and Drake went on the move. Soon, they’d rescued another ten survivors, prioritizing children and the elderly. Dark Atom spies were difficult to find, but it was the people of the village that had to be eliminated according to Elysian protocol. If these poor folk got free, then word of what happened here would get out. If others knew that soldiers were killing their own people, the consequences would be unthinkable.

They’d seen it all with their own eyes.

Hell’s Army was a secret, but if word of their existence got out, it would certainly harm the domain’s reputation. Without question, these villagers would hate them forever for what they did here. It was inevitable that many would join the Dark Atom and become seeds of a future rebellion.

What Cloudhawk and his friends were doing was the worst thing imaginable from the point of view of Elysian leadership.

But, Cloudhawk never liked to get hung up over the idea of right or wrong. The ambitions of the Dark Atom were of no concern to him and neither were the self-righteous doctrines of the Elysians. Overarching principles were beyond him. He just bothered doing what he had to do. And as for consequences, he’d deal with them when he got to it. Cloudhawk didn’t know if he’d come to regret his decision in the long run, but he knew that he would regret it tomorrow morning if he ignored this today and buried his head in the sand.

Doing it by himself would have been hard. A handful of soldiers could have cut his rebellion short. But now that there were three of them, no one stood in their way. However much of a ruckus they made, anyone who dared stand in their way was dealt with. In the heat of it all, Cloudhawk would have fought off the assistants and even the giants of Hell Valley themselves.

A soldier was hiding unseen in the ruins nearby, scowling at what he saw. These new bloods were trouble, but he wasn’t strong enough to handle the three of them by himself. As he was reaching for a flare to alert his brothers, a loud clap arose from behind. It sounded like a blast from a thunderstorm.

The veteran was caught off guard and swung around to meet whatever it was with his weapon. He managed to block a handful of blows, but more than a dozen others found their marks. Without armor, he was defenseless. The soldier hit the ground, leaking blood.

Claudia walked over and, using the butt of her spear, knocked him out. 

The others couldn’t have missed the ruckus, but they were surprised to find Claudia as the source. What was this self-described noble doing here helping them? Cloudhawk looked at the soldier on the ground who was covered in lacerations. “Man, they aren’t kidding when they talk about the wrath of a woman scorned. We’ve just been knocking them out. You almost killed the guy.”

“These are strong fighters. Hesitate and it could be too late. Anyway, it’s not so bad. None of his wounds are lethal.” When she saw Drake’s stunned expression, she explained, “I’m not helping you. I’m protecting the innocent. What Hell’s Army is doing here is intolerable. It may be the logical choice, but I won’t accept it, and my honor won’t permit it. I know I’m doing the right thing.”

“A real avatar of justice. Let me revere you, oh mighty mistress.” Cloudhawk smirked at her. This lady was as stubborn as a mule, so caught up with virtue even after all she’d seen. He wasn’t sure if she was naïve or just screwed up in the head. “But, you be careful, whatever your reasons. Oh, right. Let me remind you that if you kill one of a pair of friends or lovers, you should kill the other one too. It’s just polite. Let them live and – I’m speaking from experience – they will never fucking go away.”

Cloudhawk expertly threw his barbs, but now wasn’t the time for snide arguments. Claudia looked at him with a cold expression while her Tempest Flower bloomed threateningly. “Are we going or not?”

Her captain threw up his hands in mock surrender. “We’re going. Why wouldn’t we?”

Cloudhawk, Drake, and Gabriel were a formidable group. But, they weren’t strong enough to escape this place on their own. The instructors would surely find out and move to stop them before they could get the villagers to safety. Claudia made things far easier, particularly since her seeker torque was able to pinpoint patrols for them to avoid. She gave the old men and the children a chance to escape death.

It didn’t matter what their reasoning was. Once they decided to disobey orders, they were like grasshoppers evading the Elysian boot lest they get squished.


114 / Old Enemies Meet


Oddball was overhead, scouting their escape route.

On the ground, Claudia was using her own methods to help them along. Both had their advantages. For instance, Claudia could locate demon hunters who used stealth abilities all by herself. Although Oddball could also see through these tricks, it was unable to gauge the strength of those individuals. Claudia’s seeker torque told her the strength and mental psychic capabilities of anyone within range.

Drake’s melee superiority made him the perfect candidate to engage foes. He would charge in while Gabriel wove his threads throughout the battlefield. Cloudhawk would stalk around their targets out of sight, get behind them, and knock them out. It was the first time these four were working in concert, but they made a seamless team. [1]

At present, there were nearly three hundred villagers huddled close by.

“This is no good. The more people we save, the bigger a target we become. All the village exits are closed off by soldiers, and we won’t bust their blockade with just us. We need a plan to get them out of here. Otherwise, it won’t matter how many we gather.”

Drake had a point. Saving lives meant getting them away from here.

Right now, they were jumping out of the frying pan and into the fire. No one was safe yet. There were a few hundred that they had rescued from a soldier’s bolt, but whether or not they would survive the day still wasn’t certain. It wouldn’t be until they escaped the village.

“I know a secret way.” A white-haired elder in the group of survivors spoke up. “Maybe we can use it to get out of here.”

This old man had lived seventy years in the village and knew more about it than most. The way he spoke about was an ancient aqueduct, small and unassuming. However, it was only large enough for one person to pass through at a time. Yet, it was the best way for them to slip out of the village and escape the soldiers’ notice.

Claudia thought it was a feasible plan. “Where to then?”

Teal Ridge was situated against a mountain, and they were told about the cave system scattered throughout it. If they could get free of the village, the survivors could disappear into the woods and find shelter in those caves. It would be hard for the soldiers to track them down then. Only, the Elysian lands would then have another pack of refugees lurking in its underbelly. The whole realm would see it as a disaster, not a blessing, and the survivors were looking at long hard lives in exile.

But, whatever was coming, it was better than being butchered by a soldier’s blade.

The old man led them towards the escape route, and before long, they all gathered around the entrance to a narrow aqueduct. This was how they were going to survive. The old man was relieved to know this wasn’t how he and his people would die. “Thank you for saving us,” he said to the young trainees.

“We don’t have time, elder.” Claudia was visibly anxious. “Go quickly. If you stay here any longer, it’ll be too late.”

Drake grabbed the bars of the gate that covered the aqueduct’s entrance. His muscles bulged, and the finger-width iron bars screeched in protest as they bent and snapped. Drake threw the shards of metal from his hands, and they lodged into a wall like they were fired out of a gun.

What strength! The survivors gaped at the burly man like he was a beast.

The old man expressed his heartfelt thanks once more and then turned to go.

However, just then, Cloudhawk received a warning from Oddball.

“Wait! Come back!”

The old man was half a second too slow. The others watched in horror as something descended from above. It was a huge iron chain with a spiked ball attached to the end, too fast and too fierce for anyone to defend against. Everyone was forced to watch as, with a terrible thud, the old man was crushed into a pile of meat and broken bones. The iron ball struck with such intensity that the survivors nearby were knocked off their feet, and the walls nearby cracked.

Drake and Claudia stared, wide-eyed.

Gabriel reacted quickly, trying to wrap up the spiked ball with his threads. But, much to his surprise, the ball spun quickly enough to throw them off. It slithered towards Cloudhawk next, dragging several tons of force behind it. The wastelander first shoved the people on either side of him away before lunging. Sadly, there were a handful of villagers who did not have his speed and were obliterated.

In the face of this enormous spiked ball, human bodies may as well have been made of glass.

Claudia clutched her staff and shouted in anger, “Who’s there? Show yourself, coward!”

Oddball knew.

“To the southeast,” Cloudhawk warned.

Claudia poured her psychic energy into the Tempest Flower, which began to bloom right away. A hundred petals spread out and then fired off in a glittering display like a sudden rainstorm. The wave of power shattered the cloak of shadow hiding their attackers. Ten figures appeared before them. Most of them were equipped like demon hunters. One of them had a shield, which he used to protect the others from Claudia’s attack. Three others pointed bows their way.

Drake recognized them at a glance. “Watch out. Exorcist bows!”

Exorcist bows were relics just like exorcist staffs. Their powers were straightforward, nothing extraordinary, yet they still far outstripped typical weapons in stopping power. The demon hunters pulled back on the strings though no arrows were nocked. They didn’t need any. What came from these bows was a blast of energy that had the force of ten shots.

Cloudhawk threw up his hand, and a curtain of sand rose from the ground between them and their attackers.

Whoosh-whoosh-whoosh!

He could hardly follow their paths!

Holes opened throughout Cloudhawk’s sand curtain even though it was even stronger than a stone wall. The bolts of energy punched through and into the crowd. Cloudhawk raised his sword. Drake hefted his own, and Claudia brandished her staff. Each of them moved to intercept one of the bolts.

Gabriel’s fingers were wrapped with threads. He was ready to throw them out to help, but just then, the enormous ball and chain rejoined the fight. Dripping with gore, it swung towards the crowd once again. All of a sudden, the four trainees were caught between an enormous iron wrecking ball and lethal bow shots.

Drake gritted his teeth, drew back his shoulders, and stepped forward to meet the threat.

Gabriel called out, “Get out of the way! These are relics. You can’t just stand in front of them!”

The burly man turned a deaf ear to the warning. He held his iron sword before him in his right hand and placed his left against the blade itself. Planting his feet, squatting low, he set himself squarely in the path of danger. When the iron ball hit his sword Drake felt like he was being struck with a mountain with all the force of the seas behind it. Yet, instead of being knocked away, Drake replied with a scream that sounded like it was thundering from the depths of the earth itself.

His whole body surged with strength. The ground all around him shuddered and cracked – but he was knocked but one step back.

They all saw it. Drake, with nothing but his own inner strength, had saved them from the blow. He was strong, undoubtedly, but was definitely not strong enough to stop that ball and chain. He called every ounce of his potential, summoning strength from the deepest parts of himself, to save their lives. His enormous sword was visibly dented from the exchange.

Who were these men? Where had this group of demon hunters suddenly come from?

Cloudhawk’s wall crumbled away, and both sides were left staring at one another. The other side was comprised mostly of demon hunters and was led by a large black man in thick armor. His features were unique and striking, for every inch of his bared skin was anything but normal. Peaks and valleys, pits and protrusions, all different shades, he looked like he was a patchwork of tree bark. His hideous, toad-like flesh looked like it was slathered with mud of all different colors. The survivors shuddered and looked away, for he was like a demon that had just climbed out from the pits of hell.

The enormous ball and chain slithered back towards this man like an iron python.

“The Fateful Anvil?” Gabriel recognized the relic, and the more he looked at the man, the more he felt like he knew him too. Suddenly, it came to him. “It’s you… you’re still alive!”

This ugly, inhuman thing was a man he knew – none other than the savage killer Frost recruited alongside Gabriel to kill Cloudhawk. The Butcher! But, hadn’t Naberius dealt with this man back in Deadwood Forest? He’d seen it with his own eyes. He’d been carved to little more than bone. How was it possible that he was here now?

“Surprised?” The Butcher’s voice had changed dramatically. His words rattled through his throat like broken glass on flesh. “I live because it is the will of the gods. They spared me so that I can bring their wrath down upon you!” [2]

Gabriel couldn’t believe what he was looking at. After what Naberius did to him, he had still survived? Yet, when he thought about it, it was the sculptor’s custom to keep his pieces alive for as long as possible.

Gabriel had forced Naberius to go before his masterpiece was complete, so the Butcher kept breathing. His luck was almost supernatural, for after the others left and he was left pinned to that tree, no natives came to finish the job. He held on, one breath after another until a group of Hell Valley soldiers found him. He was rescued, brought back from the brink of death, and then summarily expelled from training.

His incredible will to survive kept him going, and now, he was an unrecognizable monster. No one knew who he was and had become even stronger after his trials. Frost recognized his skill, his tenacious will, and his unassailable faith. This suited him, so instead of sending the madman back to prison, Frost chose to keep him by his side as a faithful dog.

But, if the Butcher was here… what about Frost?

Forget about this man. His group was sizeable and dangerous, but what really frightened Cloudhawk and the others was Frost himself. With Cloudhawk in his trap and all the power of a master demon hunter, Frost could kill them all without breaking a sweat. It was no exaggeration to say the rebels were in deep shit.

1. So Drake is the Tank. Gabe is the Mage. Cloudhawk is the Rogue/Assassin, and Claudia is the Support? Snap up a ranged ADC and we got ourselves a solid team comp.

2. I inadvertently called it back in chapter 112!


115 / Single Combat


Through their telepathic link, Cloudhawk ordered Oddball to keep looking around, and the bird reported that Frost was nowhere in sight. He wasn’t in a rush to come for them? If he hadn’t joined the fight, there was still a chance for them. However, this did not ensure escape. After all, the Butcher was not a weak foe, and there were several in his crew that were at least his equal. For the four rebels to fight their way through would be a difficult undertaking, to say the least. Doing that while also protecting the villagers with them was practically impossible.

“Ah, I remember… it’s you, the one from before. I’m sorry. My memory’s pretty bad most of the time. I tend to forget the people whose asses I kick.” Cloudhawk acted as though he was struggling to remember the man’s face. However, he wasn’t nearly finished provoking the killer. “I have to say, you’re as tough to kill as a cockroach. Really, though, I figured if you were lucky enough to live, you’d have the smarts to stay that way. Go find a hole somewhere and not come looking for more. If I could spank you once, then I can spank you again. I killed you once. This time I’ll make sure it sticks.”

“You think you’re hot shit!?” The Butcher’s eyes smoldered with anger, especially when he looked at the villagers behind Cloudhawk. The disgust in his eyes was borne from disbelief. Veins bulged on his face and neck, but it was hard to determine whether it was from anger or was just how he looked now. “There are probably terrorists hiding in that group. Saving them puts the whole domain at risk! You aren’t just disobeying orders. You spit in the face of the gods! Our divine keepers cannot suffer your insolence, so they have sent me.”

All this lip service. The Butcher sure was willing to be a lapdog to these gods of his.

“Ugh, you make me fucking sick!” Gabriel’s face had begun to twitch. The other person buried inside him had begun to stir. The darker part of his soul wanted out. “Not killing you last time was my mistake. It’s not an error I’m going to repeat.”

The Butcher croaked a laugh. “Let’s see if you can.”

Ten other demon hunters dropped into combat postures. The three of them with exorcist bows drew back their strings. A palpable sense of mortal danger hung over the area. The rest of Butcher’s crew was still a mystery. Who knew what sort of powers the demon hunters commanded? Fighting an enemy whose skills were unknown, especially demon hunters, was asking for trouble.

Most troublesome, of course, was making sure the villagers stayed safe.

Cloudhawk didn’t save these people out of pity. He did it because what the Elysian soldiers were doing was wrong. He was irritated at how much trouble it was beginning to cause him.

In the past ten years, Teal Ridge had never once seen a demon hunter. There was no reason for the mighty agents of the gods to come through. Now, there were a dozen, and they were here to kill them. Shock was to be expected. To these simple folk, demon hunters were superhuman. How could regular people like them, who stood on the sidelines of their holy battles, protect themselves?

“Gabby! Back off!” Cloudhawk knew the others with the Butcher were not pushovers. Taking them all on at once was a recipe for disaster, so he had to take a gamble. Cloudhawk shoved his sword forward, stabbing the air and using it to point accusingly at his target. “Hey, ugly. You’re still pretty sore about losing to me, am I right? You probably wanna kill me so bad. Take your shot, then. Right here, right now, you and me. Single combat. You got the balls?”

Gabriel’s bloodthirst abated, and Naberius was forced back down before he could surface. He understood Cloudhawk’s intentions.

Single combat? Drake and Claudia had no idea what drugs Cloudhawk was on.

It was a race against time for them. How did they have time for a duel? What they should be doing is holding these men off while the villagers escape. If they were lucky, most of them would escape. But the longer they delayed, the more likely Frost – or valley soldiers – would arrive and seal their fates.

The Butcher’s inhuman face twisted into a mask of ferocious anger. His defeat at Cloudhawk’s hands had been the greatest shame of his life. It was unbearable seeing him swagger around with such arrogance. Did this lowlife really think he stood a chance?

“Don’t tell me you don’t even have the guts to accept my challenge?” Cloudhawk saw the anger, but the Butcher still didn’t accept. It was obvious that the guy was bothered by it, but he still hadn’t let his emotions take control. He had to be wondering if this was some kind of trap. Cloudhawk just kept digging. “You lose to me and then don’t even have the courage for a rematch. And you have the fuckin’ gall to call yourself a soldier? If anything, you’re an insult to the gods!”

“Fine! I’ll give you what you want!” The Butcher heaved his ball and chain like a vengeful ghost. “I’ll smash you into paste!”

“Quit fuckin’ chatting then! Bring it on!”

Cloudhawk raised his sword and lunged at his foe, doing nothing fancy. As he rushed ahead, everywhere his feet touched left behind a trail of sand. The granules gathered and spread.

The Butcher growled at the others to stay their hands. The other demon hunters weren’t happy with the arrangement, but they were certain that the Butcher would win. Even if he didn’t, the result would be the same. These three young demon hunters and the martial artist couldn’t stop all of them.

Two different vibrations from two different relics tickled Cloudhawk’s senses. One was, of course, the enormous ball and chain the Butcher used as his weapon. The second one he still hadn’t been able to pick out. His opponent was holding it until the right moment. But, Cloudhawk wasn’t worried. He was sure there was nothing this guy could do to threaten him.

Clatter-clank!

The sound of iron chains rattled across the battlefield. It was the Butcher’s weapon, Fateful Anvil!

It was a metal-type relic. Just as ice-type relics were an extension of water, metal was a branch of earth. Demon hunters with the talent for metal were rare, and the Butcher was one of them. Frost kept him close in part because of his uncommon talent.

The Fateful Anvil’s area of attack, as well as its attack strength, was in direct proportion to the amount of psychic energy put into it. The length of its chain and the weight of the spiked ball were determined by the bearer’s will.

“Die!”

As the Butcher screamed, his relic fired at Cloudhawk like a cannonball. It missed him and struck the ground, leaving a crater. Never mind the skinny wastelander, even someone with Drake’s constitution would be smashed flat by such a blow. Shockwaves were visibly radiating from where the ball landed.

Cloudhawk disappeared from view.

“Such insignificant skill!”

The Butcher scowled darkly and heaved on the chain, wrenching Fateful Anvil from the ground. He whipped it through the air like a lethal metal whirlwind. He couldn’t tell where Cloudhawk had disappeared to so the easiest method was to strike everywhere at once to try to flush him out.

Drake watched the Butcher and his tactics, sure of Cloudhawk’s superiority. There was no denying that this psychopath was strong, and even Drake would be gravely wounded with even one hit from his relic, but Cloudhawk was different. It was like trying to beat water by repeatedly slapping its surface. However strong he was, the force wasn’t going to find its target.

Cloudhawk most unique abilities were invisibility and phasing.

Of course, his phasing ability wasn’t invincible. If the blow was strong enough, the material dense enough, or the energy high enough, then he was helpless. All of the Fateful Anvil’s most threatening power was concentrated in the spiked ball, and if that caught Cloudhawk, then he was done for.

Yet, the Butcher was left with no way to tell where his opponent was hiding, so his only recourse was to swing his weapon all around and hope. Ultimately, the danger from his relic came in a straight line. If Cloudhawk avoided it and let the chain slip through him – he would be unharmed.

And that’s just what he did.

The Fateful Anvil swept by but didn’t even ruffle Cloudhawk’s clothes. Even the most intrepid attacks were eventually exhausted, so after a few swings, the Butcher was visibly beginning to slow. That was when Cloudhawk struck. Quiet Carnage carved a deathly silent arc through the air right for the Butcher’s head.

Two months of training hadn’t been wasted on Cloudhawk. He’d made impressive strides in both speed and strength. Compared to the time they fought in Deadwood Forest, he put more behind this single strike than he expended during that whole fight combined. The Butcher was swinging his ball and chain, and although it had tremendous power, it also severely hampered his movement and defense.

The dark weapon slashed downward. A deadly waterfall of steel.

As Cloudhawk and his attack reappeared, the Butcher’s companions looked on in shock. They saw that he was caught. There was no way Frost’s newest pet could avoid the blow. But, as Cloudhawk’s slash was about to cut the Butcher’s head in two, a strange smirk spread across the ugly man’s face. In that same instant, Cloudhawk felt the second relic resonate. At the last moment, he held back just enough to be prepared for whatever was coming. However, he still followed through with the attack.

The onlookers did not see the Butcher’s head get split like a ripe melon. The sword struck him and bounced off like it had tried to chop a copper bell. No sound was made.

In the instant before Cloudhawk’s sword landed, the Butcher’s skin became covered in a metallic luster. All of a sudden, his skin was a hundred times tougher. All Cloudhawk managed to do was create the tiniest gash across his foe’s head, not even deep enough to reveal bone.

Was he made out of metal?

After just one moment, it was as though the Butcher had turned into a bronze statue. His skin was iron, and his bones were steel, so even Cloudhawk couldn’t cut his way through. He was a metal-type demon hunter indeed! In addition to his infinitely dangerous Fateful Anvil, the Butcher was also protected by a doughty defensive relic. 

“That was your plan? Absolutely pitiful!” Whereas the Butcher was frightening before, now he dominated the battlefield like a pit demon. Once his body turned to metal, his voice sounded like a thousand frogs croaking through an iron megaphone. 

“My turn!”


116 / Frost Emerges


The Butcher’s arms shook. The ball and chain reared back like the head of a snake before whipping towards Cloudhawk’s back.

The Butcher was not losing steam as Cloudhawk had thought. It was a ploy to lure him in, to make him reveal himself. With his attack prepared, it would be difficult for Cloudhawk to evade once he fell for the trick. Despite expectations, the Butcher was not a muscle-headed brute. His combat style was dynamic and complicated. His cunning ploy nearly succeeded. However, the operative word was “nearly.”

Because Cloudhawk had already seen through the Butcher’s plan, he knew it was a trap and went for it anyway. Cloudhawk wanted to push him in order to see what the freak was hiding. Thus, while the Butcher had been ready to go on the offensive, Cloudhawk was also prepared to face it. However, in this instance, his phasing abilities would not help him. The stone’s power activated too slowly, and he wasn’t sure he could maintain it under the crushing weight of the Fateful Anvil.

He decided to try and block!

A layer of sand had already appeared beneath his feet and rose all of a sudden as though gravity had been turned off. An invisible power forced it all together to form a thick shield. Although it was made from gravel, the shield seemed to glimmer with a metallic luster that made it look impenetrable.

The Fateful Anvil came crashing down on him like a thunderbolt.

Cloudhawk’s shield was immediately smashed to pieces.

He reacted quickly enough to put Quiet Carnage between him and the ball, but the blow caused his relic weapon to warp from the pressure. Cloudhawk was flung several meters away. Were it not for the Gospel of the Sands’s protection, the young wastelander would have been utterly destroyed. As it was, he’d only suffered a few minor injuries.

“So… you’re a little more irritating than I gave you credit for.” Cloudhawk climbed back onto his feet and wiped a trickle of blood that had appeared from beneath his mask. His hard eyes were fixed on the Butcher. “But only a little.”

The Butcher had revealed his secrets. His second relic was defensive. Cloudhawk now knew that there was nothing more to fear.

A hideous smile spread across the man’s face. “You’ve got a sharp tongue, but that’s about it.”

Cloudhawk’s cloak fluttered though there was no wind. Soon, a strange scene revealed itself as four figures appeared all around him – perfect copies of the wastelander. With the one in the center, that made five, but soon, each of those split again. Suddenly, ten indistinguishable copies of Cloudhawk faced the Butcher from across the field.

“I’ve never seen this trick before!” Drake cried out in surprise. “When did he conjure this up?”

Although this looked a lot like Cloudhawk using the Gospel of the Sands to create copies, that was actually not the case. There was no way for him to create so many at once. Instead, these were merely illusions.

Through his inheritance and deeper examination, Cloudhawk learned that there was more to his invisibility cloak than he knew. Aside from increasing speed and hiding the user, it was also capable of forming exact images of the bearer. However, in contrast to the Gospel, his cloak of shadows created only intangible phantoms. Obviously, its original function was to leave a false target behind so that the user could use the cloak’s other abilities to flee.

All ten Cloudhawks leaped into the air. There, they floated like leaves dancing on the wind.

They fell on the Butcher like he was covered in a magnetic field. With swords in hand, they stabbed at his metallic body. He swatted at them like they were flies by swinging his massive anvil, but it did nothing except slip harmlessly through.

Were they all illusions? No! That heathen scum had to be among them somewhere!

There was no way to avoid them, so the Butcher didn’t try to escape. He had faith in his defenses and let the illusions come. All together, they hacked at him with their swords, each one passing right into his body. None of them hurt or left a mark. He knew it – Cloudhawk was nothing more than a trickster.

However, Drake shook his head and muttered, “This guy’s finished.”

Nine of the illusions vanished. One remained. His sword was lodged in the left side of the Butcher’s chest.

As Cloudhawk let the resonance of his relics subside, a strong repulsive force answered from within the Butcher’s body. Although the man’s relic turned his body surface to steel, the weapon in Cloudhawk’s hands wasn’t for cutting twigs. It was a deadly relic itself, and it was lodged deep in the madman’s chest.

The Butcher shook, and his eyes dropped to Quiet Carnage. He stared with an expression of disbelief.

How was this possible? How did Cloudhawk get past his defense! How? They were all illusions. He was sure of it. Illusions couldn’t harm people!

Cloudhawk pulled on his sword, trying to take advantage of the Butcher’s shock to cut the man in two. However, the ugly man was still under the protection of his relic. He ripped his sword free without causing any more damage and then flipped through the air to land several meters away.

The Butcher fell to his knees as the metallic shine fled from his skin. He began to vomit copious mouthfuls of blood over and over. As he heaved, the gaping hole in his chest puckered grotesquely. However, there wasn’t much blood leaking from the wound itself. The Butcher reveled in his good fortune, for his was not a typical body. In his body, the heart was on the right side. 

Still, he had lost again.

The rest of the demon hunters lost patience. When the Butcher was beaten, they reacted at once. “Kill them all!”

A pair of close-range fighters, each equal in strength to the Butcher, jumped forward to engage. They tumbled to the ground right away, and their bodies twitched horrifically as they split into half a dozen pieces. It was as though they’d jumped through a meat grinder unwittingly. Each wound was clean and smooth, sporting cuts even the world’s sharpest knife would struggle to match.

One of the younger demon hunters quailed. “What in the name of the gods?!”

Cloudhawk sheathed his weapon. “You all are a bunch of jackasses. Did you really think I was going to hang everything on a single fight? The challenge was an excuse, a way to buy my friend Gabby some time. Now that he’s weaved his net, I’d like to see you fucks try and kill us!”

One of the enemy demon hunters, a specialized tracker, called upon his powers. Immediately, his face went pale. “It’s bad. We’re surrounded by miniscule threads. They have to be from that blonde one’s relic.”

Cloudhawk turned to Drake and Claudia. “You two get the survivors out of here. We’ll cover you.”

The young enemy demon hunter howled in anger and embarrassment, “Find a way out!”

Gabriel’s face split into a warm and genial smile. “I’m afraid that’s unlikely.”

His fingers danced, and the threads began to dance with them.

The tracker anxiously warned his comrades, “No good, they move! Careful, they’re coming our way!”

The remaining demon hunters did what they could to protect themselves, but how could they defend against what they couldn’t see? How were they supposed to fight back? In the midst of their confusion, Cloudhawk gathered up the sand around him and cast it at the group. His sandstorm could pass unhindered through Gabriel’s net, so the two of them made a deadly and effective pair.

“Go!”

Claudia and Drake hurried the survivors towards the aqueduct.

Cloudhawk and Gabriel were breathlessly trying to hold their foes at bay. Once most of their charges had escaped, they had expended most of their psychic energy. They disengaged and prepared to leave as well. Gabriel was careful to lay out a web of threads to cover their retreat. Following Cloudhawk and the others wasn’t going to be easy for these pursuers.

“The mountains are about five kilometers ahead. Let’s go!”

As the four trainees led the survivors from the village, they got their first glimpse of hope. They were less than a kilometer away when that hope was crushed.

A figure clad in a snow-white cloak barred their path. Inserted in the ground beside him was a crystalline spear that seethed with a cold mist. When they got close, the man’s frigid blue eyes opened and fell upon them. Their heartless gaze was like a lake of ice.

A solemn expression came onto Cloudhawk’s face. He lifted his hand, entreating the others to stop.

The survivors didn’t know what was happening.

Frost de Winter plucked Frozen Dirge from the ground and was immediately surrounded with an aura of bone-chilling cold. Wherever he walked, the grass and soil were instantly covered in a veil of ice. His voice washed over them like a frigid wind from the peak of a lofty mountain, biting deep into their souls.

“A wastelander scum, a boorish soldier, a waste of breath, and a traitor. You make quite the team.”

Drake gritted his teeth. “Frost! Are you also without any moral imperatives?”

“Moral imperatives?” He held Frozen Dirge at the ready. A cold breeze had begun to whistle around it. “My moral imperative is to help all of you on your way to hell.”

Gabriel wiggled his fingers, causing threads to slither free. Ten imperceptible strings shot out, severing grass and carving grooves through the ground. Filled with the blonde traitor’s murderous intent, they started to build their pattern.

Frost lifted his spear with both hands. It released a blast of icy-cold wind.

Gabriel’s threads were infected with a creeping cold. Layers of ice thickened them until they were visible and about as thick as yarn. Then, they shattered.

“Ah!”

Gabriel staggered back, his face pale. The cold had covered him too, making his hands numb and unresponsive. He could hardly move, and that was only after the briefest contact.

Cloudhawk was also disheartened. Frost was stronger than he remembered.

Had he also grown stronger in these last few months? Cloudhawk guessed he was about as strong as the instructors from Hell Valley by now. In time, he would easily grow to be twice as powerful.

No wonder he was one of Skycloud’s singular talents. No wonder he had come under the tutelage of Skycloud’s greatest teacher.

Frost swung his spear around, its bladed head carving a trough through the ground. He moved with the grace and precision of a dancer as he marked out the circle. Whatever the spear passed, a trail of ice was left behind. From it rose a slithering crystal serpent, covered in icy scales that made it look entirely lifelike. It glided along the shaft of Frost’s spear until it reached the end, and then, it shot out towards the survivors.

“Ah!”

The villagers screamed in fear. They were unable to defend themselves.

A hundred translucent petals exploded from Claudia’s body to become a tempest of cutting metal. However, as the ice serpent charged through them, the petals did little more than cause nicks and scratches. All they managed to do was slow the attack down.

“Spearhead!”

The ground caved beneath Drake’s feet, and he launched forward. Fast as lightning he charged blade first into the serpent, and they met with a loud crash. The serpent began to fracture, and as it did, its icy body detonated into a hundred shards. In the blink of an eye, Drake was peppered with dozens of punctures. The shards of ice slipped through him as easily as water, and he immediately felt like he was frozen stiff.

Not good!

Cloudhawk engaged his cloak and used its speed and invisibility to bring Drake back to safety. The soldier was a sitting duck, and the next blow was sure to take his life.


117 / A Desperate Battle


Frost de Winter was like a statue carved from a ten-thousand-year-old glacier. Anything that dared get near him was frozen solid. He was too strong. His presence alone filled the others with fear and made their hearts race. For Gabriel, Claudia, and Drake, this was their first time standing off against a master demon hunter. They felt hopeless against his indomitable power.

Were they just weak? No. Yet, they were defeated in no time with little effort!

Drake was already out of the fight. The blood he puked up was thick and mixed with flecks of ice. Puffs of steaming air fought through his chattering teeth. “Fuck,” he said through mouthfuls of blood. “This asshole is strong.”

In fact, surviving a direct blow from Frost proved how tenacious the soldier’s body really was. Had it been Claudia or Gabriel in his position, things would have been much worse.

“You go.” Cloudhawk helped Drake over to the other two. He turned to face Frost, pulling his sword free. It whipped threateningly through the air, and he stood defiantly before the man with his sword pointed towards the ground. “I’ll hold him off.”

Hold him off?

They wagered fighting the master demon hunter one-on-one gave Cloudhawk a twenty percent chance of surviving for any length of time, much less delaying him. Leaving him here was the same as leaving him to die. Neither Drake nor Gabriel would accept it, and the thought was completely out of the question for Claudia. Although her enmity for Cloudhawk ran deep, she wasn’t about to let someone she hated help her run.

“You’ve grown quickly. Were you not born to such… humble resources, perhaps you wouldn’t have lost so easily the last time we met.” Frost ignored the other three. His piercing eyes were fixed solely on Cloudhawk, and he spoke with a voice as cold as the grave. “No wonder my master and Selene look so highly upon you. Such a pity you were born in the wrong place with no road to salvation. There is no place for someone like you in our holy domain.”

“Chasing that nonsense is worth less than dogshit. Wait, let me rephrase. You and what you stand for are worth less than dogshit.” Cloudhawk shot a glance toward the others, trying to get them to leave. It wasn’t some altruistic notion. He just knew that he was the one Frost was after. Perhaps he’d let them get away if Cloudhawk could keep his attention. He couldn’t hide from his past anymore. Cloudhawk wrapped his hands around Quiet Carnage’s hilt and dug his feet in against the chilly wind. “Tell me what you think of my sword before you kill me.”

“Still so chatty even in the face of death. You haven’t changed at all.”

Frost leaped forward amidst a surge of cold. The air became thick with swirling snowflakes, and he charged at Cloudhawk like an avalanche. The knight commander swung his silvery spear through the air, which summoned a tornado of icy energy that tore towards his foe.

Frost was a different breed from the others Cloudhawk had fought. Most shot off their mouths and kept a trick or two up their sleeves in a fight. Frost was a man of few words, and when he committed to a fight, he came out with full force.

Cloudhawk planted his feet. Grains of yellow sand rose ten meters around, and with his left hand, he guided them into a flurry. With his right hand, he hacked at the encroaching torrent of cold. The difference between the two men became obvious right away. Frost’s power instantly overwhelmed Cloudhawk, and all the sand around him was frozen into clumps. The tornado of icy fury charged at the wastelander.

“Die!”

Frost was right behind it, thrusting his spear towards Cloudhawk’s head.

Before Frost’s spear found its mark, and as the tornado of energy descended upon him, Cloudhawk’s body was already covered in a thin film of ice. It was getting more difficult to move or even shuffle his feet. He couldn’t protect himself if he could hardly lift his arms.

Cloudhawk didn’t know when he was going to die, but he sure as hell was not going to let it be at this asshole’s hands. The cold was creeping through him, so thoroughly that his blood had started to stagnate in his veins. But in response, a power from within his blood broke free and got it moving again. Even though he was covered in ice, he did not feel it stifling him anymore. Trespasser, it had to be. Its effect on his body was growing more apparent, and this reaction specifically was new.

Although he didn’t like the idea of being any less than fully human, Cloudhawk had to acknowledge how useful the virus was. It gave him the time he needed to mount a defense. When he lifted his head, a crimson fire smoldered deep in his eyes. A sinister power slithered into Frost’s mind as they locked eyes until those same fires flickered in Frost’s crystalline blue gaze.

This was a psychic attack!

Frost was distracted and tried to resist the assault while Cloudhawk whipped Quiet Carnage at his spear. The knight commander was knocked back, landing several meters away and swaying unsteadily. For the briefest moment, there was a shadow of doubt on Frost’s face. What did I just see?

Cloudhawk was already breathing heavily. It all happened in seconds, but the toll was staggering. It was the same mental assault he’d used on Gabriel, but its effects were greatly diminished against Frost. It was likely because of the great difference in their psychic capabilities.

Gabriel and Claudia stepped forward to join Cloudhawk by his side.

“Why didn’t you leave?”

“If we’re leaving, we leave together!”

Frost was still confident. He came at Cloudhawk again with another torrent of power. Though it was a surprise that the wastelander had warded him off before, Frost was sure he couldn’t use that power again so soon. He wasn’t going to give these heathens a moment’s rest. By the looks of things, there was no escape for Cloudhawk now. Together with Gabriel and Claudia, he would fight Frost to the end. Three was always better than two.

Frost didn’t get in close this time. Instead, he jabbed his spear through the air a dozen times. Each thrust belched a spear of blue light that would encase anything it touched in a prison of ice. It was too late for Cloudhawk to mount a defense, but just then, the unexpected happened.

A simple bronze mirror appeared in front of them. It extruded a formless field of energy that engulfed Frost.

The knight commander grew sluggish like he was moving through mud. At that moment, a silvery scimitar appeared spinning through the air, cutting apart anything in its path. It was aimed right for Frost’s throat.

It all looked simple and straightforward, but the power behind that scimitar was undeniable.

Once the bronze mirror’s field of control had him, Frost had no option but to get out of the way. As the scimitar spun passed Frost, a figure sprang into the air and, with dumbfounding speed, snatched the blade mid-rotation. The stranger’s other hand bore a sword that was exactly the same as the first, and she used both to hack at Frost de Winter.

“Fuck you!”

The young woman’s flurry of attacks was swift and fierce but was still no match for the master demon hunter. With one thrust of his spear, he knocked the scimitar away and countered without missing a beat. As the spear stabbed at her unprotected chest, her eyes went wide, and then, she vanished. The strange woman reappeared half a heartbeat later next to the sword Frost had knocked from her hand. She snatched it back.

Frost descended on her like the shadow of death.

The woman crossed her scimitars before her, but could Frozen Dirge be so easily blocked? A gust of bone-chilling wind swept past her swords and engulfed her. Then, at this crucial moment, a pair of beads zipped by at the speed of sound. They struck Frost right in the center of his chest.

They were too sudden and too fast for the knight commander to react. He staggered back and was forced to stop his assault.

Whoosh, whoosh! Figures appeared all around. 

Felina, Caspian, Rohan, and Veronika. It was Cloudhawk’s Tartarus Squad.

He gaped at their sudden appearance. “What are you doing?! I told you to stay back!”

“I heard what you said, Captain. You really hurt my feelings!” Caspian’s tittering voice whined at him, a sound that made the hairs on the back of his neck stand on end. “I can’t stand to see my captain in danger even if he’s fighting the honorable Frost de Winter.”

Felina flicked her wrist, shedding the frost that had covered her scimitars. The surprise had gone from her face, replaced by her usual sweet smile. She threw back her shoulders proudly. “I was worried about you, captain, so I told them all to come along. It looks like you’re lucky we did.”

Veronika nodded, while Rohan’s face was bitter and resentful. Fuck, fuck, fuck. Fuck! It’s Frost de Winter! We’re dead!

Seeing the forces arrayed against him, Frost scowled in irritation. He was strong enough to handle Cloudhawk and the other three without trouble, but with these new additions, things became… troublesome. After all, these weren’t your average soldiers even if none came even close to the rank of master demon hunter. At best, one or two might be granted the rank of senior.

Felina was nicknamed the Demon Kitten for more than just her speed and savagery. She also commanded a unique relic. This pair of curved swords were called the “Flickering Blades”, a special set that could sense one another. When they were separated, so long as the bearer held one, she could teleport instantly to the other. It lent her a speed few could match, so when Felina fought, her swords flew all over the field. She would flicker from one to the other so long as they remained within range. It made her incredibly agile and hard to pin down.

Caspian was also unique in more ways than just his ambiguous gender and sexuality. He bore two relics, one for attack and one for defense. Both matched his water talent, and both were very high-quality [1]. Water-talent was characterized by adaptation. It could flow like a river, rise like a fog, or fall like rain. It could also crash like the sea. Its abilities were boundless.

As for Veronika, she was the weakest in straight combat but was as helpful in this exchange as anyone else. Her relic was the “Demon Sealing Mirror,” a priceless treasure of her family. It was not an offensive tool, but it could hinder and control its target. It also had the ability to sap the victim of mental energy while bolstering the user’s defense. In other words, with Veronika as support, Frost’s strength was at least a third as threatening. He was weaker, which in turn made her comrades more effective. The benefits were obvious.

Rohan’s relic was nothing special, but he wasn’t a pushover. He had the psychic power to rival Gabriel’s and was cunning in a fight. He was especially effective when making sneak attacks in confused exchanges.

Cloudhawk had lived and suffered with these people for two months. Throughout that time, they trained morning to night, which made them all very familiar with one another’s skills and fighting styles. Their cooperation in times of conflict was more than just passable. Even against a foe like Frost de Winter, they had a grasp on how to approach the fight.

“Fuck it. Ya’ll are in trouble now anyway. Might as well make the most of it!” Cloudhawk wasn’t the sort to fear stirring things up, and even these highbrow nobles were willing to cause some mischief. So what was he supposed to say? He ordered the unthinkable, “We’ll deal with this asshole together. I want to see the look on Master Arcturus’s pride and joy when I stomp him beneath my boot.” 

1. Caspian’s effeminate nature and his talent for water-type relics are not random. The Chinese concept of Yin, '阴’, are many of the qualities Caspian displays: dark, flowing, cold, water, female, subservient. Remember not to attach negative or positive stigma to either yin or yang because they’re two essential fragments of a unified whole even though the author is clearly using him as a foil for comic relief and homophobia. You can see Caspian as the polar opposite of the man we met in the House of Demon Hunters, Blaze.
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Frost let his full potential erupt. He was a prideful man. How could he allow these provocations to go unpunished?

He gently struck the ground with his silvery spear, causing Frozen Dirge to hum with power. A pale and ominous fog of cold spread out in all directions. The land it fell over was choked with frost, and ice crept along the ground.

Cloudhawk began shouting orders, “Veronika! Go!”

She answered by stretching out her slender, snow-white hands. Ten meters above Frost, her bronze mirror reappeared. It was a simple looking object, but the power that flowed from it was mysterious and strong. The others could see Frost’s field of cold constrict. 

Cloudhawk felt his confidence swell. Aren’t you supposed to be some sort of momentous badass! Let’s see what you can do with a third of your strength cut from under you, asshole. Cloudhawk had no qualms in fighting dirty. He wasn’t any sort of hero. Anyway, it wasn’t like a one-on-one fight with Frost was fair odds either. Frost had been training for years. How long had Cloudhawk had his powers? Skycloud domain’s most powerful master demon hunter was his teacher, and he had the backing of the domain’s greatest family. For most of his life, Cloudhawk only had himself to rely on.

So what if he was fighting with numbers? He’d been bullied for as long as he could remember. This time, he was gonna do the fuckin’ bullying!

He summoned a small sandstorm that immediately went to war with Frost’s field of cold. If one listened carefully, one might hear the sound of scraping metal in the sand-choked winds. It was the sound of paper-thin metal petals, hundreds of them whipping through the storm like a deadly train. An addition from Claudia’s Tempest Flower.

Frost’s spear lashed out like an angry dragon, first knocking away a pair of beads from Rohan and then whipping around like a mad bull. All the petals that got close to him were repelled before they came within two meters. Meanwhile, Gabriel’s fingers were also dancing busily as he weaved threads throughout the battlefield.

However, Frost de Winter was deserving of his reputation. He was beset on all sides, but the disadvantage was not overwhelming.

“What the hell are the rest of you looking at! Do you wanna die?!” He hollered at the dumbfounded survivors. “Don’t stand there like idiots. You’re getting in the way. Run!”

His harsh shouts roused them from their shock. They raced towards the mountains in a chaotic stampede.

Frost frantically swung his spear through the air, casting twenty glittering icicles in a cone. Half of them were directed at Gabriel’s threads, but the other half were sent to impale the fleeing villagers.

Cloudhawk had guessed that would be his move. “Caspian!”

The young demon hunter rolled his eyes. “I see it. I see it. I’m not blind!”

He raised his delicate hand, and a beam of blue light shot forth. It collided with some invisible substance as it neared the survivors and coalesced into a curtain of water. With astounding speed, it spread out to encompass a large space.

This power came from a formidable water-based relic. It was used to establish a defensive field with a unique function. Unlike many defenses that relied on brute force, every inch of the water curtain supported one another. Like throwing a rock into a lake, the force was distributed and diffused along the surface as ripples. Breaking through would require a tremendous impact.

Frost’s icicles struck the curtain of water and melted away. Caspian’s defensive field began to freeze, inch by inch, until it was an enormous block of ice. It glittered prettily like a work of art, stunning to behold.

“Oh! So strong… so strong!” Caspian’s voice was rich with admiration. “He froze my defense so easily. What a man!”

Cloudhawk didn’t have time to retch over Caspian’s nonsense. He had to fight the urge not to kick him into the sun.

Under the cover of Caspian’s interference, the survivors vanished from view. In their wildest dreams, these poor villagers would not have expected to live through such a catastrophe, but they had to thank these young men and women. Caelum was being pulled away by a group of older survivors, but he craned his neck back to see what was happening.

“How are they so strong?”

“They’re demon hunters.”

“I want to be a demon hunter. I want to be like that man in the mask so I can get revenge for my sister and the others.”

The elders sighed miserably. They couldn’t bring themselves to tell him the truth. Although they didn’t know what any of this was about, it was clear that the operation was a military one. They were being slaughtered by the Elysian army. They weren’t wearing armor and carried no banners, but their weapons, efficiency, and mannerisms said it all. Their own government did this.

There was no hope. Even if they survived the night, they were exiles.

“Don’t look. Come quickly!”

The further the survivors got, the lighter the weight in Cloudhawk’s chest became. It was time to pull out all the stops and finally teach this stuck up sack of shit a lesson.

There was always a limit to an enemy’s strength. Frost was facing a group of talented opponents, and his psychic energy was quickly being drained by the Demon Sealing Mirror. Cloudhawk suspected it would only be a matter of minutes before Frost was exhausted.

He was tired of all the problems he’d suffered because of this dick. He’d almost been killed by him a number of times.

Finally, he had an opportunity to give Frost his comeuppance. Even if he didn’t kill the man, he was damn sure going to make sure he remembered this beating for the rest of his life. Anything less than crippling him for life went against Cloudhawk’s style. There was one piece of crucial information Cloudhawk learned from the skull that he’d not yet used. Now seemed like the perfect time to give it a shot.

He wrapped his fingers around the phase stone and summoned his psychic energy. Right away, his mind and the stone began to resonate. With all the knowledge his predecessor had of normal relics, there was, of course, a wealth of secrets about his own phase stone left untapped. In the months since absorbing the inheritance, Cloudhawk had diligently studied what he could. Now, he felt like he was fully capable of communing with the power of the stone. With enough power, he could even traverse dimensions.

But, that wasn’t what he was reaching for now.

He reached into the depths of the stone, towards the sea of mental power that lived within it. He agitated it, causing it to seethe and boil, and inspired a gush of power to rise to the surface. Cloudhawk guided that torrent through him and into the sword in his right hand. Reality around the sword’s edges warped in protest as unadulterated psychic energy coalesced. The earth and grass beneath it withered by its mere presence.

But, at the same time that Cloudhawk was gathering his power, a hail of attacks from exorcist bows came crashing down around them. Where they hit the ground, great craters opened up. He looked toward where they came from to see a group of demon hunters scurrying their way. One of them had his hands held high and was gathering power into a fireball larger than he was.

Fuck! Frost’s reinforcements? The power surging through his arm and into Quiet Carnage continued to swell. “I need ten seconds!”

Both Frost’s forces and Tartarus Squad noticed the expanding power Cloudhawk was gathering. While no one knew where it was coming from, it was clear at a glance that the power in Cloudhawk’s sword was enough to decide the outcome of their battle. Only, the wastelander was struggling to control the torrent, and the process of wielding it was a slow one.

“Help the Knight-Commander!”

The demon hunter hurled his enormous ball of fire to which Caspian responded with an orb of water. The two collided in midair and immediately erupted into steam. Gabriel and Claudia disengaged from the fight with Frost to turn their attention on his reinforcements. That left Felina, Rohan, and Veronika with the herculean task of keeping Frost locked down.

There was no way Gabriel and Claudia could hold off so many people for long, but they only needed to keep them away from Cloudhawk for a few seconds. By now, Frost’s mental reserves were down eighty percent – not enough to break through them and get to his real target.

Sweat poured off of Cloudhawk’s forehead. He held tightly to Quiet Carnage, which now had become a searing blade of pure energy. A terrifying shell of energy encased it, so intense that it seemed nothing in all the world would survive a single blow.

Now.

Whether or not they would defeat Frost and survive hinged on this moment.

Frost could feel it too. He sensed the energy gathering. His expression changed dramatically, and with great effort, he broke Frozen Dirge free of its containment. Like a tidal wave, he lunged at Cloudhawk spear first. The wastelander didn’t hesitate. All at once, he released all the energy stored up in his sword in a torrential blast. The resulting shockwave was a dozen meters long as it carved a path through the air.

Soundless. No boom. No whistle.

It wasn’t merely silent. The attack seemed to swallow up all the sound in the world. Everything was robbed of its voice. Reality steeped in the silence of the grave. And though perfectly mute, the force of Cloudhawk’s attack was undeniable. The onlookers stopped to stare in shock, in fear, and in despair.

Frost’s attempt to interrupt him came too late. By the time he broke away from the others, the dead silent shock wave was released. The unconquerable wave of power was headed right for him.

While fighting for his life in the wastelands, there were several times when Cloudhawk drew on the power within the stone. It came to him when conditions were just right, the best example being when he defeated the Caliph of the Sands. That one strike that had blazed so brightly that it rivaled the heavens was the strongest expression of power from Cloudhawk so far.

Countless days and nights have passed since then, spent trying to understand the phase stone. He hoped to control the incomprehensible sea of power locked inside it. For the better part of a year, he’d been unsuccessful, that is until he encountered the skull. Ever since slowly assimilating his predecessor’s knowledge, things had changed. He was beginning to see. When he picked up that stone, he’d acquired an immeasurable treasure – but it was a treasure without the key. The skull had taught him how to open it.

The power he released now did not compare to the blow that cut down the Caliph of the Sands. However, it did command power that would give a master demon hunter pause! His efforts now were more significant than ever before because this time, he had come to control the uncontrollable. For Cloudhawk, it was a substantial awakening.

Had Frost been rested and at full strength, perhaps he could have taken this blow head-on. Much to his detriment, though, the knight commander was weakened from their exchange. His psychic energies were drained, and the Demon Sealing Mirror had robbed him of his advantage. He was outmatched.

But, he could not stand idly by and let Cloudhawk claim victory.

Frost reeled back as fast as he could, desperate to get out of the way of the attack. Meanwhile, he gathered what remained of his own strength for a riposte. He swiped at Cloudhawk with Frozen Dirge, releasing a silvery dragon into the sky. It slithered toward the shockwave, a dragon facing a power that could split mountains. What happened when they met would decide everything.
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Frost’s ice dragon was split in two the moment it met the shockwave. Cloudhawk’s attack swept by like it wasn’t even there. When Frost saw that his gambit had failed, he threw up his spear between him and the blast. The impending collision blasted him a dozen meters back. He hit the ground with enough force to shatter his bones. He lay in a heap, covered by his soiled and tattered cloak. The armor that protected him was badly damaged as well.

The knight-commander of the Knights of Splendor no longer had the strength to stand. All he could manage was to heave himself to his knees with the help of his spear. Blood trickled from the corners of his mouth, soaking his snow-white clothing red.

He won! Cloudhawk won!

A no-name scoundrel managed to defeat one of the most outstanding demon hunters of Skycloud domain! If this news got out, it would create a scandal the likes of which had never been seen in the Elysian lands.

Even Cloudhawk was stunned at how well it’d gone. With the help of the stone, Cloudhawk had augmented his powers to a tremendous degree. However, the power was not his. It was borrowed from the sea of psychic energy locked within the stone. It was a font of strength but had many restrictions. Time, for instance, was one. It took time to bring it to bear, and it would be some time before Cloudhawk could call on it again.

This grand source of power was good for a finishing blow, but he could not lean on it too much.

At last, Frost managed to fight his way back onto his feet. The winding gusts of cold air around Frozen Dirge were gone. His power was spent. What’s more, the damage he’d suffered was significant. But, that didn’t stop him. Cloudhawk had seen what Selene could do when her mental strength was gone, and he figured Frost was much the same. If he got close, he had enough strength of body alone to cut Cloudhawk down.

The blow hadn’t beaten down Frost’s will completely. The knight-commander was definitely a foe worth fearing.

By now, his reinforcements had arrived and encircled the small group. Cloudhawk and Tartarus Squad no longer had the advantage of numbers. Both sides were about even. With Frost mostly out of the picture, their strength was also comparable. If this fight continued, both sides would suffer.

“Captain! We’ll help you!”

Familiar voices called out to him followed by running footsteps. More trainees from Tartarus Squad were arriving. Before long, most of his team was by his side. Thirty fighters, none of them pushovers. Frost and his people weren’t enough to stop them.

A surge of joy rang through Cloudhawk’s heart. They got here just in time.

His team surrounded Frost and his men, whose faces bore scowls of anger and distress. Had all of the valley’s trainees chosen to desert?!

A dark smirk curled on Cloudhawk’s lips. “Get ‘em.”

As Tartarus Squad was preparing to comply, circumstances changed again.

“HAVEN’T YOU JACKASSES CAUSED ENOUGH TROUBLE?!” A voice thundered over the din.

A blast of cyan energy ripped across the field, separating Tartarus Squad from Frost’s men. The sound sent a shudder through the trainees, and they turned to see a scarred visage glaring at them. He was accompanied by a towering suit of armor stomping their way as well as a lithe figure treading air. When she alighted among the trainees, a shimmering whip was in her hand.

The trainees had seen for themselves what that whip could do. If Natessa wanted to really use that thing, no one there was going to be able to stop her.

Instructors Windham, Cutter, and Cenhelm had arrived. Cloudhawk’s little rebellion was finished.

“What the fuck have you nitwits done? You won’t help, fine. But this?” Eckard Cutter was absolutely furious. His eyes were fixed on Frost. “And what the fuck are YOU doing here?”

“Tartarus Squad took it upon themselves to disobey direct military orders. They began attacking friendly forces and allowed potential terrorists to escape.” Frost was in a difficult way. He was obviously injured but fought to keep the dignity and command in his voice. “Unless you want the whole valley implicated in their treachery, I demand that they be executed on the spot!”

The instructor’s faces stiffened. 

Frost was injured.

The giants of Hell Valley were experienced demon hunters [1]. They knew what Frost was capable of. But, they could also tell by the signs of damage to the battlefield that someone had used power equivalent to a master demon hunter against Frost. Where had such power come from?

Natessa followed the cleaved ground, which led her gaze to Cloudhawk. Her dispassionate expression gave way to surprise. Was it him? Had he done this? How?

Frost spoke again, his voice cold with malice and authority. “Instructors, are you disregarding an order from your superior officer?”

“Will you quit trying to throw your fuckin’ weight around?!” Eckard’s temper finally slipped, and he hollered at the battered commander. “Whether or not these shitheads live or die is a decision the valley makes. We can handle our own fuckin’ business! Anyway, they’ve only been in training for two damned months. They haven’t even been taught how to behave on a mission, but you insisted on having them here. It was shitty fuckin’ planning, so there’s plenty of blame to spread around!”

Frost’s eyes hardened, and he mustered all the dignity and supremacy within him. “Do you mean to blame me for this sorry display?”

If there was any single word to describe Eckard, it was direct. “Damn fucking right I’m blaming you!” [2]

He was talking to the leader of men lauded as heroes throughout the domain. Frost was still managing to keep his cool, but the others were on the verge of a riot! This ugly barbarian was obviously covering for his subordinates’ mistakes. Given Frost’s connections, wasn’t he afraid he’d be immediately thrown in prison?

“We apologize for troubling you with this.” Natessa’s disarming voice interjected. “Hell Valley was established as an arm of Skycloud’s power by the honorable governor himself and is populated by members of the domain’s army. However, since our inception, we have always operated solely under our own discretion. Even Master Arcturus and Grand General Polaris can only issue general orders. They have no influence over our internal affairs. We are not Skycloud soldiers, and we are not subject to the laws and restrictions that would govern such a position. As such, we regret to remind Your Excellency that you do not have the right to demand any action of us. These young men and women have committed a grievous crime, and they will be punished once we return to the valley. As for the villagers who escaped, I will send men into the mountains to make sure they are hunted down. Do not fret.”

Frost’s crystal blue eyes glared at her like icy daggers. “And if I protest?”

“This matter is outside of your control, Master de Winter.” Natessa’s voice remained perfectly tranquil. “Hell’s Army handles business in a very non-traditional way. If we are threatened or if someone were to try and violate our independence, I’m sure the Governor would understand our necessary response.”

Anger twisted within the knight commander and emerged on his face as a hideous smile. “Are you threatening me?”

Natessa was as noncommittal and dispassionate as ever. “Many of the members of Tartarus Squad hail from noble families. I’d be curious how you intend to explain to them why their children were executed on Elysian soil. I imagine you might be asked what manner of mission they were on in the first place. You are an ambitious man, Your Excellency. If you wish to continue climbing the social ladder, then you’ll need the support of these families. These are important matters to consider. You should weigh them carefully.”

Eckard could only glower and grumble. Natessa’s points obviously had more of an effect than his.

“Very well.” Frost stared at each of the instructors in turn. He had come to understand that he would not have his way today. Continuing to press the issue would only embarrass him further. He curtly waved a hand. “Let’s go.”

Frost de Winter led his defeated troops off the field.

The members of Tartarus Squad could hardly believe their eyes. What had happened to these hateful instructors? Why were they suddenly acting in their defense? Why would they rather spit in the face of the knight commander and risk angering a future leader of Skycloud?

The rest of Hell’s Army had caught up by now. Several hundred soldiers surrounded the trainees.

It was then that Eckard turned his fury on them. “Son of a bitch… grab all of ‘em. You shits are gonna get flayed for what you pulled!”

The mission was over. Teal Ridge had been wiped from existence. There was not a single living soul left in the ruins of the village.

Half a day later, a regiment from Skycloud army arrived and began cleanup operations. The story they released went like this: In retaliation for Frost de Winter’s attacks on the Dark Atom in the wastelands, the terrorists leveled Teal Ridge. Although Commander Frost had hurried to the village’s aid as fast as he could, it was too late. He managed to exterminate the heathen elements hidden in Skycloud domain, but the village was lost.

News of what happened to Teal Ridge incensed the populace, and army enlistment doubled in most areas. Enmity towards the Dark Atom reached new heights, and curses on the terrorists were heard in every corner of Skycloud domain.

“Nineteen!”

“Twenty!”

“Enough! That’s it for today.”

Cloudhawk collapsed to the floor, his back crisscrossed with nasty gashes from the whips. He was covered in blood from head to toe. His actions at Teal Ridge had deeply annoyed the instructors, so his team was sentenced to a hundred lashes administered over ten days. Cloudhawk, as the ring leader, was given double the punishment: twenty lashes a day for ten days. 

He was also removed from his post as captain. Tartarus Squad would be commanded by the instructors directly from now on.

In reality, Cloudhawk was happy with the way it turned out. Twenty lashes were certainly no happy thing, but his body was far more robust than the average person’s. The consistent beatings actually toughened him up and accelerated the latent potential of that strange virus living in his bloodstream. It made him more tenacious and served as a sort of physical training.

“Damn… you guys don’t know the meaning of ‘go easy’ do you? I thought we were friends.” Cloudhawk was laid out on a stretcher and trying his best to ignore the pain that stabbed him to the bone. It didn’t work. It was so bad that his vision was starting to go dark, but he gritted his teeth and fought to keep his eyes open. He even managed to give the sour-faced instructors a cheeky grin. “Oh, right.” He asked curiously, “How do you think Frost is going to take all this? I hope it won’t cause you all too much trouble.”

The giants of Hell Valley were speechless. This guy was absolutely shameless [3]. It didn’t seem like their cruel punishment was much of a deterrent.

“How do you think you were able to get those people out of the village?” Natessa spoke softly, but her voice was enigmatic. “Did you not find it too easy? Didn’t it all go too smoothly?”

Cloudhawk thought back, and indeed, it did all seem to work out well. Frost’s forces had reached the city long before he ran into him, so why didn’t he go straight for Cloudhawk? It was chaotic, sure, but Frost could have easily ambushed him at any time and then denied having killed him. He was out there breaking orders, after all. What could Hell’s Army have said after the fact?

He’d snatched up several hundred villagers and swaggered through town without meeting much resistance. He did come across the Butcher but not Frost. Why would the commander send a subordinate to stop him? There were only two possibilities: one, Frost’s head was full of dog shit, and he made the wrong decision, or two, he knew Cloudhawk would win but didn’t care.

It dawned on him. “Why?”

“You shouldn’t underestimate Frost de Winter. Master Arcturus holds him in high regard for a reason. There are many talented young men and women in Skycloud. Why should he pour all of his efforts into him specifically?” Natessa lifted her head and stared into the sky. She thought back to Frost, to the look in his eyes, and for all her insight, she couldn’t read what she found there. “I don’t know the reason, but there is always a reason. Perhaps Frost didn’t agree with wiping out an entire village.”

This was certainly a new consideration.

Frost was a bitter, cold man. Aside from his master, he didn’t spare a thought for anyone. He especially was not one to show pity. On the contrary, it was clear that he looked on the common folk as little more than insects. Why would he give the gift of mercy to a bunch of ordinary villagers he looked down on?

“Well, forget it. Hey, how about you take it easy on me tomorrow, alright? This really hurts.”

“Another word and we’ll give you two hundred more!”

“Alright! Alright… so cruel.”

1. This is how it’s written even though it has been explicitly stated that Eckard is not a demon hunter. However, I’ll leave it as the author wrote it.

2. nsfw

3. In Chinese, shameless is called “having thick face skin.” Here, the author writes “The skin on his face was so thick that a knife couldn’t cut it.”


120 / Three Years in a Blink


For six months, the members of Tartarus Squad were so badly beaten they could hardly lie down at night. Cloudhawk got the worst of it, but he was also the quickest to recover after each beating. Perhaps contrary to its intent, months of torment actually served to bring these conspirators closer together. Shared experiences deepened their respect for Cloudhawk, and they saw him as more than just a man of skill. He had the courage to stand up for what was right.

What stuck out most in their minds was how he stood before Frost de Winter. Cloudhawk blocked the governor’s own protégé and risked his life for mere villagers. In this world, the powerful were given respect. Squaring his shoulders against impossible odds and coming out on top earned him more esteem than anything he’d done before, and his people now revered him even though this was never Cloudhawk’s intention.

On this day, an assistant instructor came calling. He walked into Tartarus Squad’s barracks and hollered, “Cloudhawk! Someone’s looking for you.”

Eh? Who?

He only pondered the question for a moment before two soldiers carried him away on a stretcher. They brought him from the valley and out into a camp that was nestled among the petrified trees of Deadwood Forest. There, a beautiful and regal young woman was waiting with an eager expression. She’d been waiting for quite a while. Before Cloudhawk even got close enough to see who she was, he recognized the resonance of her relics.

“So it’s you.”

“Heh, of course it’s me. Who else were you expecting?” Dawn Polaris only seemed to notice his state when the soldiers put the stretcher down. Cloudhawk was so badly beaten that he was hard to look at. Her joy at seeing him after so long was replaced with consternation and concern. “They wouldn’t let me into the valley. I could only meet you out here. I heard about what happened. You definitely made some people very worried. I hope you haven’t forgotten your agreement to help me. Who am I going to replace you with if you die out here?”

Cloudhawk lay on the stretcher, too weak to move. He could only manage a slight shift one way or the other, and each time he did, his wounds reopened. He grumbled in irritation, “Yeah, whatever. What did you come here for?”

One of the assistants interrupted, “You’ve got five minutes. Four now.”

Hell Valley didn’t allow family or other representatives into the valley, nor did they allow any kind of deliveries. Once trainees were enrolled in the system, that was it. They typically weren’t allowed to interact with the outside world until their time was up. Of course, the influence of the Polaris family was far-reaching and hard to ignore. Even so, the best she got was five minutes out here in the woods. 

“You’ve always got such an attitude. An important woman like me came all the way out here to see you. The least you could do is show a little gratitude. It wasn’t easy, you know? Don’t think I won’t make you acquainted with my sword.”

Dawn was no less of a menace than Frost, but Cloudhawk didn’t fear her any more than he did the knight-commander.

“Of course, killing you doesn’t help me any. You still owe me. Remember?” She knew time was limited, so Dawn cut the banter and heaved a sack off her shoulder. “Special delivery. You’ve got food for Oddball and enough medicine to last you the rest of your time in Hell Valley.”

Her surprise provisions were unexpected.

“Isn’t this too much?”

“I won’t lie. it cost me a lot. I can’t put it off anymore. Two years of sequestered training in the Temple waits for me when I go back. By my calculations, you owe me ten thousand gold coins by now, including labor and interest. I’m guessing it’ll be triple that by the time you get back to Skycloud.” Dawn grinned wolfishly as she leaned down and patted Cloudhawk, an action that caused him to ooze more blood. She hissed threateningly at him through gritted teeth, “So you better make sure you’re still breathing, at least until you pay me back. Understood?”

As unreasonable and domineering as she was, Dawn was the closest thing Cloudhawk had to a friend in all of Skycloud domain. He didn’t like being in someone’s debt, but he had to accept it. He could do without the medicine, but it will at least help him improve faster. Oddball’s food was different and was necessary. Otherwise, what would the poor thing eat?

“Don’t worry. I’m pretty tough to kill.”

“Alright, then it’s settled!”

Time was up. Five minutes didn’t amount to much. They hardly had a chance to talk.

After bidding farewell to Cloudhawk, Dawn set off back to Skycloud city. She’d put off her promise to her mother as long as she could. Now, it was time to fulfill her end of the bargain. Two years locked away in the Sanctuary. She would rather have been in prison, but there was a silver lining. There was a lot of talent coming up with the new generation, and they were growing quickly. How could someone as competitive as Dawn let the likes of Frost de Winter outshine her? When her isolation was over, she’d have to make a point of beating them all up just to make sure they all knew who was boss. Especially Selene – she still deserved a thrashing after what she did.
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“General.” Mr. Ink made his way across the audience hall in the Polaris mansion. “The young mistress has left for the Temple.”

Skye ran a hand along his beard and grinned happily at the news. The girl was one of the most talented people of her generation, gifted in all areas. After briefly studying painting, she produced beautiful works. With some guidance in music, she composed masterful melodies. Nearly all the teachers who sought to instruct her were driven away in shame, and the reason was simple – she surpassed all that they could teach in almost no time.

Dawn’s talent, bloodline, and resources were so grand that her character was never imbued with a sense of determination. She had no ambition, no discipline, and no perseverance. Her decision to serve penance in the Sanctuary and finally commit to learning was something to celebrate.

“She went to Hell Valley.”

“I know. It’s fine. Without Cloudhawk, she would never have agreed to train in the Temple.”

The family knew right away that she’d gone to visit the wastelander in Hell Valley, and they turned a blind eye. Skye had quickly learned that the poison they hoped could control Cloudhawk was useless. If his relationship to Dawn – whether it was friendship or debt – kept him tied to the Polaris family, then it worked just as well.

What Skye did not know was Cloudhawk’s recent run-in with Frost. However, he was able to use his connections to learn about what was happening with Cloudhawk in the valley. He heard about how he’d overcome the other students to come out ahead and how even the recalcitrant giants of Hell Valley had to show him some consideration. All told, it looked like the young man was even more capable than Skye had originally given him credit for.

It appeared the Polaris family had managed to snap up a real treasure.

Skye was impressed, but he wanted an outside opinion. “What do you think about Cloudhawk, Mr. Ink?”

The mysterious man thought for a moment. “His talent is comparable to the young mistress or Selene Cloude. It’s a shame he has no sense of duty to the domain or any ties to speak of. Neither does he appear to have any ambition for power. It is likely he would flee to the wastelands if things became difficult for him here. This makes delegating any important matters to him inadvisable.”

“Fair and accurate points as always, Mr. Ink. It’s the reason I sent him to Hell Valley in the first place. There is no one immune to change, and it would be a pity if a fine piece of steel wasn’t turned into a masterful blade.” Skye looked up, peering at nothing in particular. “Everything’s been prepared. When he graduates from training, I will have a suitable mission for him and will name him Warden when the task is done. Talent like his needs a wider theater in order to make the best use of it.”

Warden was a title given to the leader of a group under the Grand General’s command called the Talons of God. It was an elite and secret group of rangers that was as mysterious as the Court of Shadows and Hell’s Army. “Warden” was what they called their leader, and whoever held the post commanded meaningful influence.

Mr. Ink paused when Skye revealed his intentions. “And if he should refuse?”

“A piece of steel that can’t be made into a sword is no better than slag and can be discarded.” Skye’s words bore the weight of authority and finality. However, he quickly waved away the possibility. “Don’t worry. If I understand the boy, he’ll behave himself, at least for a while. Then, when he’s in it with both feet, he’ll find out that it’s quite hard to get back out. Besides, I’ll treat him well. Good talent must be put to good use.”

Skye Polaris was a clever man. Cloudhawk might not like what was to come, but the furnaces burned no matter how the steel doth protested.
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Cloudhawk went back to training once he’d recovered from the punishment.

Teal Ridge was not the first such mission Hell’s Army was called to perform nor would it be the last. Although their execution caused somewhat of a stir, ultimately, there wasn’t much of a fuss from Skycloud. Cloudhawk never learned the fate of those villagers he saved, and he didn’t much care. He just did what he felt was right for him. What happened after that was out of his control and none of his business.

Training for Tartarus Squad was more severe and crueler than ever before.

Cloudhawk had become a thorn in the valley’s side and was thus carefully watched by the instructors. That being said, they were also careful not to push Cloudhawk too far. Irritating as he was, the young man had skill. When they reached a plateau during their own training, the trainers had no choice but to turn to him for guidance.

In addition, stripping Cloudhawk of the title of captain hadn’t accomplished much. There wasn’t anyone in Tartarus Squad who had anything close to the reputation he enjoyed. He worked to make sure none of them got washed out of training, no matter how harsh or cruel the exercise became. He even gave them training tips in his spare time that benefited them greatly.

Thus, the days dragged on. Because of how they conducted themselves the last time, Tartarus Squad never even had a hope of joining another mission. Missions like the one at Teal Ridge were rare anyway, and small missions didn’t need any help from insubordinate trainees. 

After a time, Dawn eventually finished her own training regimen in the Temple. She came to visit him at Hell Valley a few times afterwards as a representative of the Polaris family. She never learned about what happened at Teal Ridge. Aside from the most senior members of Skycloud’s government, news of what really happened there was kept in strict confidence.

Dawn’s trips were ostensibly to bring Cloudhawk the medicine and feed he needed while in Hell Valley, but of course, they were never free. Dawn kept a detailed account of every copper Cloudhawk owed her. He racked up thousands of gold in debt in addition to three years of interest. By the time he got out, he wasn’t sure he’d ever get out from under these arrears.

Three years passed, day after day, and all the while, he never gave thought to the fact that these were the safest years of his life. It was not easy, but he was fed and had a secure place to lay his head. Everything in the world was relative. To most, a place like Hell Valley lived up to its name. But to Cloudhawk, it was more like heaven.

What would later be writ in the annals of history was this: in the years following, whether he liked it or not, Cloudhawk’s life would be filled with a string of plots, conspiracies, and momentous events.


Epilogue - Selene Cloude


The wind kicked up clouds of dust that whipped across a barren mountain. There wasn’t a spot of green to be seen in any direction.

Scenes like this were as common as death out in the wastelands. A figure trudged up the mountainside and through a narrow canyon, stark against the light of the setting sun, leaning against the untamed wind. Though dim and obscure, there was something magical about the figure. Everywhere it went, the earth seemed to glow with vitality.

Ever since she appeared in the wastelands, those who looked upon her thought all the beauty of the world had been given to her. Her ragged clothing did nothing to detract from her stunning presence. Skin as pale and soft as a thousand miles of snow, touched with holy purity. Hair as dark as a raven’s wing, a life-giving waterfall amidst the choking dust.

Someone like her seemed out of place in this mortal world. She was so refined and alien to the blasted landscape. She was like an angel walking among craven devils, bringing light to lands where evil lurked. The wind sucked at her tattered cloak, making it snap and whistle. Delicate fingers were hidden in finely crafted gloves. A silver cross dangled around her neck.

Her steps slowly ceased though the wind gave her no quarter. The leather of her gloves creaked as she lifted them up and pulled down her hood. The face that was revealed would make the gods jealous. A pair of sharp eyes peered ahead through the canyon, sparkling like twin stars, as cold as the moon and as bright as the sun. Her gaze reached out like it could penetrate time and space.

Fierce and indescribably beautiful. An angel in the service of the gods.

“Enough hiding. Show yourself.”

Her voice was cold and otherworldly as it echoed off the rocks. A pair of figures emerged from behind boulders, one of whom was covered from head to toe in bandages. A single eye was all that was visible. Three odd weapons were strapped to his back. The stranger was cloaked in a dangerous aura, and there was a feral sense to him that was as wild as their surroundings. The second one wore nothing but a large black cloak that hid him from view. There was nothing human about that one that she could sense.

It was Wolfblade and his golem.

The Dark Atom’s leader spoke first, his voice carried on the harsh winds. “Lady Selene. You prove to have the same strength of character as Master Baldur.”

Selene pulled her hood down, revealing a face stunning enough to eclipse the sun. It’d been four years since she forsook the Elysian lands for this evil place, but none of her hardships had left a trace. On the contrary, more than ever, she was like a flower growing amidst the fetid swamp waters. Tribulations had scoured away all the excess, leaving only her most perfect beauty.

She stared at this man, this terrorist who deserved death, and yet, her face betrayed no emotion. She calmly rejoined, “Take me to him.”

“Don’t be in such a hurry.” Wolfblade slowly unsheathed one of his swords. It was a strange weapon with three edges that began to rotate as she looked upon it. An energy gathered in its center until it culminated in a beam of intense light. “I’m curious to know just how strong the most talented woman in Skycloud really is.”

This was the sword that cleaved open the walls of Hell Valley. One could only imagine what it was capable of doing to a person.

Selene’s face was as unreadable as a statue’s. The silver necklace slipped from around her delicate neck of its own accord, and she caught it in her left hand. She flicked the charm to her right palm and a smear of pure white light shot out, carving a trough through the dead earth. Her necklace became a sword of holy light ten meters long. More frightening still, the gash was so deep that its bottom could not be easily seen. 

Wolfblade leaped into the air, both hands on the hilt of the energy weapon. As he brought it down, Selene did not move. Instead, she smoothly brought her sword of light up to meet him.

The two mighty weapons met.

A blast of wind and force ensued, kicking up sand and shoving boulders. As the flood of power washed over her, Selene’s tattered cloak disintegrated like petals in a bonfire. The ground beneath her feet cracked from the strain, but she did not move. For a moment, the two were locked in conflict, neither gaining ground over the other, before a fanatical light began to burn behind Wolfblade’s eyes. Gradually, the power coursing through his energy sword grew until it was a searing beam of fury bearing down on the demon hunter.

Every minute saw its terrible power grow!

Yet, never once did Selene’s stoic expression crack. A shell of holy light embraced her, and her dark hair danced on the whipping winds. She stood unwavering like a goddess, filled with majesty and grace.

Suddenly, her gloved hands blazed with red light, and flames swallowed her holy sword from hilt to blade. With its addition, the power coursing through her weapon surged by several orders of magnitude. A thunderous noise arose as though the whole mountain was groaning in protest. Stones split and jagged rock pelted the canyon floor.

Wolfblade was forced to disengage and retreat.

This young woman had stared down his energy sword without blinking. Her improvement since leaving Skycloud hadn’t slowed in the least! But, he wasn’t done testing her.

His mind turned.

The black-cloaked golem stretched out a hand and released a pulse of magnetic blue light from its palm. It blasted toward Selene like a bombshell. Without breaking stride, Selene slapped it barehanded. Her Burning Angels released a gush of fiery energy at just the right moment to consume the pulse entirely.

A loud, shrill sound rang through the canyon!

Wolfblade’s face was lit by a column of fire that shot from Selene and into the skies overhead. As the fires raged higher, they transformed into a phoenix that measured eight meters from wing to wing. Each feather was clear and distinguishable, a lick of flame that fluttered in the wind. The bird was obviously a thing of fire, but it seemed as alive as any other creature.

The blazing phoenix dove right towards the metal man, smashing into its chest with a shuddering blast. The intense heat immediately reduced its black cloak to ash!

The fires raged as they engulfed him, blackening the canyon walls. The slate first turned angry red and then began to drip like wax in an oven. Soon, the sides of the canyon bowed outwards like they were trying to escape the fires. Magma gathered underfoot, and the air warped from the intense heat.

Selene was wreathed in flame. Slowly, she raised the burning sword in her right hand and pointed it at her opponent. “Do you wish to go on?” [1]

Wolfblade conceded without a fuss. “I’m beaten. I underestimated you. You aren’t the next Baldur. You’re better. Anyone else and I would spare no effort to make sure you died now before you became a problem later. But you… tut-tut, well. We shouldn’t keep him waiting.”

Dark Atom’s leader returned his weapon to its sheath. His golem trundled over, unscathed even though he’d just waded through a lake of fire.

The slightest frown pulled at the corners of Selene’s lips. She knew what her fires could do. The strongest steel became liquid, but this metal monstrosity seemed unfazed. It made sense – for the Dark Atom to cause Skycloud so much trouble for so long, they had to have many secrets.

The two walked into a small crevice that smelled of sulfur. Rivers of magma lazily flowed through it. Colder air turned the surface an angry black, but one could easily see the molten rock through the cracks. Its unstable coating often fractured and rearranged itself. A careless step would be a dire mistake in this place.

A small path crossed by burning rivulets meandered towards the center of the magma lake.

Wolfblade picked his way carefully along, leading Selene deeper in. He stopped before the entrance to a grotto and slipped a strange token into an indentation. A grinding sound answered, the sound of stone on stone. A thick metal door emerged before them. When Wolfblade pulled it open, he revealed a pitch-black maw leading deeper into the mountain’s heart.

“You’re here.”

A voice whispered from the darkness, sinister and magnetic, ripe with charm and wisdom. A tall and voluptuous figure slipped from the shadows as though she were shedding a dress. Long, silver-grey hair tumbled down her shoulders, the same color as her eyes. Their pale color did not detract from the sharp gleam that twinkled in their depths. In fact, they seemed to radiate a hazy beauty that was hard to define. A pair of complex-looking pistols hung from her waist, oddly paired with the researcher’s goggles perched on her head.

“You’re Selene? As elegant as I expected. My name is Hellflower.” This mature, intellectual, and attractive woman flashed a captivating smile. “His Excellency, the Caliph of the Sands, awaits you inside. He’s expecting you.”

Selene followed without a word.

“So calm, knowing you’re about to meet a demon. The young demon hunter has grown a lot in her time out here in the wastelands. It makes me wonder how he’s doing…” Hellflower stared absently at Selene’s back, lost in thought for a moment. Her eyes then turned to Wolfblade – or more specifically, the weapons strapped to his back. “Your bodyguard is an interesting fellow. I’ve picked through countless ruins, and I’ve never seen a toy like that before.”

Wolfblade cast her a look over his shoulder with his one exposed eye. “Does it excite you?”

She grinned at him, a flirtatious smirk that was both dangerous and alluring. “I’m not like the two of you. I’m just a Seeker, so all manner of technology excites me.”

Wolfblade nodded. “Then you can have it.”

That was not what she was expecting. “What?” Hellflower blinked at him.

“It’s the last time we’ll ever meet,” Wolfblade replied.

After he said those words, the metal golem stopped in its tracks. Wolfblade handed her one of his precious swords – an artifact of immeasurable value – without a second thought. He didn’t even give it a yearning glance as he walked further into the cave, disappearing into the darkness.

Orange light flickered off the dark walls, giving the unsettling impression that magma would burst from them at any moment. Waiting in the deepest recesses was a ferocious figure whose eyes burned like coal. They were fixed on Selene. “If you’ve sought me out, it means you’ve seen the tip of the iceberg. What do you think so far?”

She stood calmly beneath the demon’s gaze. Slowly, her hands curled into fists but then relaxed. “I need to know the truth.”

“If that is your reason for coming here, then I’m afraid I must disappoint you. I cannot give you the truth. That is something only you can find.”

“What can you tell me about what happened?”

The creature’s voice was strange, both echoing and coming in layers – a dozen voices whispering over one another. He never moved an inch. “Both Baldur and Sterling were tasked with hunting me down. However, it seems they discovered something else in the process. It killed one and maimed the other, but what it was… I do not know.”

“But you must have some clue.”

“If you really desire to discover what happened, then it will do no harm for me to reveal it to you. Your fallen father had a very unique relic. It spat green fire that devoured the body and consumed the mind. I have heard tell that information regarding its whereabouts can be found in the borderlands. Perhaps that is where you should begin. What’s more, your uncle Sterling disappeared after returning to Skycloud. If you were to find his whereabouts, then he could tell you what they found.”

A relic of green fire that devoured body and mind? She’d never heard of any relic like that. But, she didn’t spend too much pondering it either. Selene turned and made to leave.

Wolfblade was next.

The Caliph of the Sands remained seated on his stone dais as Wolfblade placed several shards of something before him. With some inspection, one could tell that they used to be a skull.

“It seems-“

“I see.” The Caliph didn’t move, but the shards of the skull seemed to react to his will. They rose up off the floor and pieced themselves together. As the fractured bone hovered before him, the demon looked into its empty sockets. It was as though he was peering back a thousand years, eye to eye with the giant this skull once belonged to. “My splendid king. Ever since you fell, our species has waned. Why have you chosen a human?”

The inert shards floated before him, silent. No response was forthcoming.

“But, I have faith in my king’s judgment.” The dark-robed monster swiped its clawed hand, and the skull disintegrated into dust, borne away on the stagnant wind. All the while, Wolfblade stood speechless to one side. Retrieving that artifact had not been easy. And now, the demon smashed it apart only moments after its delivery. The Caliph’s smoldering eyes turned onto him. “Have you considered the offer?”

Wolfblade did not hesitate, dropping to one knee. “I accept.”

The demon nodded approvingly. His rumbling voice bounced through the shadow-shrouded cavern. “Very good. There will be things you must forfeit, but all sacrifice has value. You will reap much in return.”

Wolfblade knelt before his master in silent gratitude. [2]

1.  0.0

2. A note from Tipsy Wanderer:

I’d like to take this opportunity for a brief chat. Several readers have expressed dissatisfaction with our protagonist, saying that he is too weak in strength and character. If we conform to mainstream writing tropes, then the main character should be able to overcome any challenge and defeat any challenger. Women should throw themselves at him in droves. While this may be more marketable and appealing – and frankly easier for me – it would make for a “comfortable” story instead of an “excellent” one.

The style I’ve chosen is more challenging, more probing. I am hoping to find a marriage between good storytelling and a crowd-pleasing narrative.

The hardest parts of the creation of this novel are not its theme or conception. It’s being asked to conform to a prescribed way of thinking. Anyone who’s ever written a story will know that it’s a very subjective process. Infusing a product with the ideas of several people is counter-productive. Truth be told, there are many characters and settings I’m not pleased with. Frankly, I would have preferred replacing them with other more inspired ideas. However, they had to be changed in the interest of working with a director and sticking to the script. It has definitely made things more challenging, but I’m still confident that the eight hundred thousand words that will comprise this tale are just beginning. I continue to strive to compose a grand epic, and I hope to have everyone’s support. The next installment will probably appear online next year. Something for you to look forward to.
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