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Book 3 - Prologue: Sandbar’s Magistrate


The borderlands were where the wastelands and the Elysian lands met. It was a haven for wastelander refugees and felons escaping the harsh rule of law in Skycloud domain. Because it was not part of the holy territories, the Elysian soldiers didn’t get involved in trivial matters. However, thanks to its proximity, the scourge of murder and exploitation that plagued the wastelands couldn’t take root. Although it could not be said that the borderlands were lawless, life was much less restrictive there than for citizens on the other side of the wall.

Well, that was before.

Circumstances in the borderlands had started to change. The reason for that was Frost de Winter’s war against the Dark Atom. For the last three years, Skycloud’s illustrious demon hunter had led campaign after campaign through the wilds, rooting out the terrorist cells as he found them. Before long, half of the Dark Atom’s forces had been eliminated. It was the worst blow to their troops in a decade.

Then came the Massacre of Teal Ridge, a sensationalized atrocity perpetrated by godless heathens. It constituted the bloodiest tragedy to happen within Elysian borders in years. It caused a storm among the people and carried deep implications. It stirred up unprecedented hatred towards the terrorist organization. It was a foreboding sign of the deepening conflict between Skycloud and its enemies.

The governor and his people used this as justification to bolster the domain’s defenses and their capability to fight back. Part of that initiative included increasing their focus on the borderlands. Border soldiers were increased by no less than fifty percent, and countless additional checkpoints were established.

The Sandbar became one such checkpoint.

This typical borderlands outpost became a hub for Elysian soldiers as they moved through on their missions while still remaining a haven for derelicts and fugitives. A surveillance station was erected and manned, and over the course of three years, the number of soldiers there ballooned to over five hundred strong. It was built beside the outpost and was directed by the Magistrate.

There were clear signs of improvement since the surveillance team arrived.

Today, the soldiers of what they now called Sandbar Station had gathered for a meal. After their prayers, huge plates of roast meat and jugs of second-rate wine were passed around. Subpar wastelander fair, to be sure, but none turned their noses up to the feast. They tucked in, shoving chunks of food into their mouths and washing it down with gulps of wine. 

“Congratulations to the Magistrate for another great success!”

Several officers raised their glasses in salute. Indeed, the most recent terrorist cell wouldn’t have been found without their leader’s masterful direction. The Dark Atom had spent three years doggedly attacking the outpost and now seemed totally dispirited. Skycloud domain’s military support had been unwavering, and it was no secret to these men that their recent rewards and success was thanks to that fact.

“The Magistrate has eyes like a hawk.”

“That’s right. He saw right through their disguises effortlessly!”

The focus of their praise sat at the head of the table, a proud smile on his face.

Strangely, his appearance was not quite congruous with the heroic praise his soldiers were spewing. He was a tall, large man – but was large like a humanoid meatball. He had to weigh nearly three hundred pounds. His round head sat nestled in a cradle of rolls, and a few spare hairs jutted out from the top of his head. His lack of hair made the thirty-something Magistrate look almost twice his age. 

An image like this did not serve to bring majesty to god’s glory. Typically, his sort would not be given much praise, much less a promotion to a position as prestigious as Magistrate. But, none dared say such a thing. At least in this stretch of territory, everyone gave obeisance to the man. They even called him “Uncle Seacrest”.

To think, only three years prior, this influential man had been a mere guard captain – the lowest grade of officer in the armed forces. Before becoming what he was today, he lived for years as a soldier from a humble home, always struggling but never succeeding to win favor.

One of his officers couldn’t help but ask, “Magistrate, what’s your story? Tell us how to follow in your footsteps!”

“It’s nothing you can learn!” The fat man’s face was tinged red with inebriation. He guffawed loudly as he went on. “It was all thanks to him and that fateful mission. Otherwise, I would have remained unknown, and none of this would be. The greatest lesson I can offer is to be ready. When opportunity comes, you grab it with both hands. Soldiers like us with no family or background. We have no one to rely on but ourselves.”

The officers all nodded their heads in agreement.

Was now not just such an opportunity?

Once the Dark Atom was eliminated once and for all, these surveillance posts would be disbanded, and they would be recalled to serve in Elysian territory. If they were only able to serve at the border crossings, what accolades could they win then? The Magistrate’s words were clear: now was their time!

Hammont Seacrest was a wise man. Those who’d served with him the longest knew what he was talking about.

Hammont had always been a small man of no consequence. Years of service in the army had only seen him rise to the rank of captain until an opportunity fell into his lap. It came in the form of a mysterious demon hunter they came upon on patrol. He led them to a secret Dark Atom cell, and together, they foiled the terrorists’ nefarious plot.

When it was done, the demon hunter had disappeared – gone as quickly as he’d come.

Accolades were laid upon Hammont from on high, and he was quickly promoted. But, it was not enough. He knew that it was only a matter of time before the Dark Atom was completely destroyed, and then all of this would be gone. When he is reassigned, it would at best be as a lieutenant.

His aspirations had always been to become a general.

Years of effort had been made to further that goal. So, even with the title of Magistrate and command over five hundred men, he never relaxed. He was still so far from where he had to be. If he just kept working as hard as he could, his efforts would eventually be recognized.

Hammont had already held the post of Magistrate for a year. In that time, he’d managed to hunt down and apprehend twenty hardened criminals, uncovered thirty smuggling operations, and broke up several dens of scavengers picking through the ruins for contraband. Merit upon merit followed. Now, once he captured these Dark Atom spies, he would come close to earning at least a low-level general’s appointment. He just needed one more… one more sensational achievement that would catch the eyes of his superiors. That was all it would take. Then, he would find himself a pretty wife with a slim waist, and then, what else could a man ask for? Only, it was all easier said than done.

The thought caused Uncle Seacrest to heave a sigh.

An opportunity like the one from three years ago wasn’t going to come just because he asked for it. How long would he have to wait?

One of his soldiers popped his head into the hall to give a report. “Magistrate, the interrogation of the spies has been completed. They’ve been given over to the cleric for execution in the town center.”

“Execution?” Hammont thought for a moment. “Let me take a look.”

Four men, badly tortured and covered in wounds, hunched on a dais awaiting trial. By the time Hammont and his officers arrived, a crowd had already gathered. They had all come for the spectacle. After all, spies were a careful breed, and in the last two years, only a handful had been captured. Whenever they were, it fell to the members of the church to deliver their final moments.

A middle-aged priest wrapped in a red cassock stood before them with a book in his hands. He towered imperiously over the four men and read out their sins for the crowd. He named them blasphemers and members of a terrorist organization at war with the will of the gods. The declaration of their crimes went on for a good ten minutes.

“These are all capital offenses,” the priest accused. He stood before the oldest of the spies and bellowed with a voice like thunder, “Do you repent?”

All four of the men looked absolutely terrified.

Scared though they were, they remained steadfast in their hearts. They would die no matter what they said or did. There was no mercy to be found here, so they maintained their silence. To the crowd, this made them as good as guilty. Terrorists like them were idealists, and now that they had been caught, they would not give up on the only thing they had left: their faith.

“Purify them!”

“Purify them!”

The people cried for blood.

“Almighty gods in heaven, please heed my prayer!” The red priest opened the book in his hands. With a deep and solemn voice, he began to read through the passages therein. He arrived at the last sentence: “Let the heavens convey upon these sinners their holy fire, to wash the sin from their black souls!”

All of a sudden, all four men opened their mouths, and a blood-curdling chorus of screams poured forth.

The crowd answered with cheers. Some were excited, and some were frightened by the eminent display of divine wrath.

The damned burst into columns of baleful green fire. This fire did not come from an external source but burst out from within their sin-stained bodies that now looked like broken water balloons. Flames erupted from bubbling flesh, belched from their mouths, eyes, and ears until they consumed them completely.

The smell of cooked meat caused many onlookers to retch.

It didn’t matter how strongly they believed in their ideals. The men could not will away the hungry fires. They burned for a while even after their piteous cries had stopped and their bodies had turned to cinders. Only once all that remained was ash did the green fires die.

“May their lost souls be cleansed and find peace.”

The red priest’s face was a mask of despair that bemoaned this necessary action. He turned back to the crowd and read once more from his book, telling the same old tales that struck fear in the hearts of the pious. It served well to build the confidence of believers but had little effect on others.

Hammont watched the whole thing.

It was the fourth time he’d watched an execution like this ever since he found the old spy three years ago. It shocked him every time. He couldn’t explain where the fires came from after the priest passed judgment.

Was it really the power of the god of judgment? If it was, he shuddered at the terrible manifestation of His power.


1 / The Arrogant Store Owner


Magistrate Seacrest called back the patrols. They hadn’t found anything out of the ordinary. However, as they were preparing to return to the barracks, the sounds of an argument arose from behind. Two soldiers came staggering their way covering bloody noses.

The Sandbar was well known to have more than a few characters hidden among the populace, but there were few with the gall to assault Elysian soldiers. This was especially true after the surveillance outpost was established. It was no wonder, then, that some onlookers watched the scene with gloating expressions on their faces.

Fuck! Who did this?

This was a clear slap to the Magistrate’s face!

Hammont was so angry all three hundred pounds of his doughy body shook. Only, his pudgy face and bald head along with his round body made him seem more comical than indignant. His wide green-bean eyes were even more amusing. He howled at the crowd around him, “What the hell are you all looking at?! Disperse!”

He turned his attention back onto the soldiers who’d embarrassed him.

“What happened? And don’t tell me you got in a scuffle with some mongrel.”

“Magistrate.” The men saluted, cowing beneath their superior officer’s severe gaze. One of them honked a report through his battered nose. “We were following a lead from an informant. There’s been word of a suspicious person new to town transporting a bunch of illegal goods. When we went to investigate, this guy wouldn’t cooperate. He even hit us! His people were more than we could handle.”

“What? Who would dare be so arrogant?” Hammont’s already beady eyes almost disappeared when he narrowed them. He put one hand on the hilt of his sword and pointed at his patrol with the other. “You, you, you, and you, I’ll give you five minutes to gather the others. You two, explain everything to me from the beginning. Now, what happened?”

“The suspect was openly purchasing guns, ammunition, and other banned substances. He then turned around and opened a black market stall. We followed up on a tip from an informant that led us to him. We found that, aside from trafficking contraband, he also sells army materials and even fragments of relics.”

Hammont’s mouth trembled with rage.

The Sandbar wasn’t the place it used to be! Who didn’t know that he was in charge now? Even the stronger ones hiding among the people had to bend the knee or suffer harassment from his soldiers. But, even if they didn’t respect the authority of the inspection force, they had to fear the forces stationed at the nearby border! What about the whole Skycloud army?! Who would dare spit in the eye of that?!

Sandbar Station was still mostly lawless, a place where petty crimes remained rampant. There wasn’t anything they could do about that, really. After all, this wasn’t Skycloud. Nothing they did was going to change that fact, nor was Hammont going to completely shut down the supply chains that kept black market dealers in business. But, whoever this guy was, he dared to do it right in front of their faces?!

What was most unforgivable was the selling of Elysian military supplies! And relics! Crimes like those were not small infractions. If someone used these goods or weapons for evil, it would be traced back here. As Magistrate, Hammont would be held responsible, and all his work would be destroyed. He didn’t care that this criminal would burn at the stake. The problem was that this man was going to ruin all of his career goals!

He was furious. A dozen more soldiers arrived as he was learning the rest of the story.

The Magistrate was anxious to learn who would have the gall to piss on his head like this and not fear retribution. The two soldiers, after being thoroughly embarrassed, were ready to exact vengeance as the Magistrate gathered their people.

Over the last few years, Hammont had done well by the Sandbar.

Things were cleaner, more orderly, and the streets reflected that. The population here had increased by a hundred percent since his days as a patrol captain, and all manner of shops have sprung up to meet the demand.

They came upon a nondescript corner in a poor part of town.

“Is this it?”

“Yes sir, this is the place.”

“A group of you stay here and surround the exterior. Don’t let anyone through, in or out. You, you and you, with me!”

A dozen soldiers cordoned off the corner as instructed while Hammont led three men inside. The entrance was only wide enough for one person to pass through at a time and was narrow enough that Hammont had to struggle to squeeze his girth through. But before he even managed to shuffle in, his nose was assailed by a peculiar smell.

Gunpowder. Mixed with engineering oil. There was also a noise, too harsh in tone to be Elysian-made. Clearly, it had to have been made by some other technology.

Contraband! A trove of illegal goods!

It was strictly forbidden for any old technology to be dug up or researched. It was even more illegal to sell it.

When Hammont finally managed to trundle inside, the shop’s contents were revealed. All sorts of items were hung on the walls and laid out for buyers to peruse. Various gun parts, oil-fueled mechanics – it was clearly a sort of taboo general store. To establish a place like this in so short a time was nothing short of conceited.

The place was illuminated by an old electric lantern covered in grit.

The melodies were coming from a gramophone. A slightly warped record spun slowly on the turntable. It was obvious by looking at it that the tech wasn’t old. Some wastelander must have dug up the plans and built one himself. Doing so was not the most difficult task, but the item was still a rare find. Hammont hadn’t expected to find one in this place.

A pretty girl with long legs and a round bottom served as the shop’s clerk. She was tinkering with the equipment.

Hammont rumbled a demand at her through his meaty throat, “Where’s your boss?! Get them out here this instant!”

A slurred and languorous voice answered from the back. The words were slow and easy with stretched out syllables. “What’s with aaall that sshhouting! Can’cha see I’m busy?”

The presumed store owner was lounging on a rattan chair. Two more attractive young women were kneading his shoulders. He seemed perfectly happy despite Hammont’s rude interruption. The man rolled his head up to look at the Magistrate, an act which seemed more exhausting than it should have.

Another one of the shop assistants snorted awake from his nap in the corner and rose to his feet.

This one was the only other man around. He was a big and lithe fellow with blond hair, blue eyes, and skin as white as milk. He was handsome, especially with that constantly bashful expression pasted on his face. He was an impressive sight but otherwise seemed pretty delicate. Even his voice wasn’t very loud. All in all, he seemed like an unexceptional bookworm.

However, the blonde man was not the least bit perturbed by the men in armor, nor by their combative postures. He even yawned impatiently and slurred at them as he neared, “Hey there, officer. See anything ya like? Take a look around! Any questions, just ask.”

The Magistrate was half a breath from blowing his top. These criminals were peddling their contraband right before his eyes like it was the most normal thing the world! It was open contempt for his authority!

“What hole did you rats crawl out of?” Hammont pulled his sword from its sheath. “I don’t have time to play with you. Keep up your games and see if I don’t kill you where you stand!”

The women stopped with anxious looks on their faces.

Yet, the owner remained in his chair completely unconcerned. One hand rested on the small of a woman’s back, and he waved with the other towards the shop assistant. “Another mutt making noise? Gabby, get rid of him!”

The golden-haired young man turned to the soldiers and then threw his hands up while shrugging. “I’m very sorry. It seems like the boss doesn’t feel like entertaining. I think you should leave. To avoid any unnecessary trouble.”

Hammont raised his sword to hack at the upstart. He stopped when he heard a rattle, and the blade of his weapon tumbled to the ground in several pieces. The tip lodged into the ground with a thud.

The Magistrate pulled his hand back and looked at the hilt of his weapon with wide eyes. His expression was one of utter disbelief. He didn’t understand – it was like his sword just decided to fall apart on its own. His attention snapped back up when he felt a gust of wind, and suddenly, the feeble-looking blonde man was right in front of him. Quick as a specter, his hand latched onto the Magistrate’s throat and began to squeeze through the many layers of fat.

The shop assistant was faster and more cunning than anyone Hammont had come across before.

But, the former guard captain was no slouch either. He swung his arm around and broke the blonde man’s choke-hold before then stumbling back a few meters.

“Ey?”

The blonde man looked surprised that the fatty had slipped from his grasp. There weren’t many low-level footpads that could, after all. It looked like there was more to this meatball than rolls of lard.

Hammont took several steps back. His face was a mix of blue and red as he gulped for breath. It was already very clear who was the superior fighter between the two, and he was afraid that he might have met his match today. Still, he adopted a tough posture. “I am Hammont Seacrest, Magistrate of Sandbar Station, and am under the protection of Skycloud domain. You are trafficking in illegal materials and breaking the law, and you’ve just assaulted an officer. Do you understand the consequences of what you’ve done?”

The blonde assistant idly rubbed his nose. “Don’t scare me like that. This is the borderlands. There’s no use using the Elysian boogeyman here. Out here, its fists that do the talking, and you seem to know a thing or two. Come on, let’s see what you got.”

The assistant rushed at him again, but every movement seemed erratic and hard to read. It left Hammont confused, unsure how to defend. He was sure this fight was over before it even began, but suddenly, it was stopped by a languid call from the rattan chair.

“Wait a minute. What did you say your name was?”

The blonde haired man’s fingers were inches from Hammont’s eyes. If the shop owner had been half a second late, his assistant would have plucked them right out of his skull.  It’d been a very long time since Hammont had encountered someone with this sort of skill. Sweat was pouring off his forehead.

The shop owner waved the girls away and rose to his feet. He slowly walked over to the Magistrate.

The man’s face was completely unfamiliar. He had black eyes, black hair, a black beard, and tanned skin. He bore a rather sardonic expression on his handsome-enough face. Hammont figured he had to be around twenty years old. A small pudgy bird with golden feathers hopped up and down his shoulder. There was a strange air about him – a sort of untamed, feral dignity. He seemed like a proud alpha wolf or a hawk, just come of age, with its wings spread and spirit free.


2 / The Secret Mission


Time flowed. Places transformed. Scenery altered. People changed.

Cloudhawk had forgotten exactly how old he was. It wasn’t strange. The wastelands didn’t care how old you were. When he first clawed his way out of the ruins and into the world of mercenaries, he was about fifteen – give or take. Of course, it was hard to tell. Malnutrition had made him emaciated and pale. Everyone there looked older with one foot in the grave. From the ruins to Blackflag Outpost to escaping to Greenland Outpost to all that came after, it was hard to believe it’d been only four years.

So, Cloudhawk figured he had to be somewhere around twenty by now. A lot had changed in four years, and more was on the horizon. Twenty was often a year of transition.

The path fate led him down was littered with stories and all sorts of experiences. They washed the sheen of youthful ignorance from him, leaving a man in its place. The scrounger he had been was not the man he’d become. Except for his eyes – those never changed. Those sharp black eyes were filled with wisdom and confidence that shined brighter than ever.

Hammont stared back at the young man while struggling with an odd feeling.

This stranger was calm, almost flippant, and yet, the Magistrate couldn’t shake the sensation that he was surrounded by peril. Beneath that, there was also a sense of something familiar, but where would he have met this young man before? Hammont definitely would have remembered someone with his kind of presence. Yet, no matter how he wracked his brain, the answer eluded him.

“Who are you?!”

Sandbar Station’s Magistrate decided it was time to be prudent. There was too much that made him uncomfortable about this man. It wasn’t until he looked him over and saw the tattered grey cloak hanging on his shoulders that it clicked. The revelation struck him like a truck. His mind went blank.

Hammont would remember that cloak for the rest of his life. He remembered the first time he saw it. Three years ago, but it might as well have been yesterday.

Was this the man… No, impossible. His body type was totally different. That masked stranger had been practically skin and bone and was maybe a hundred and seventy centimeters tall. He was nothing like the man before him now who was muscled and closer to a hundred and eighty centimeters.

But, he kept ruminating. If his guess that the stranger was twenty was right, he would have been about seventeen three years ago. It was totally plausible for someone to change in that period of time, even so drastically.

“It’s been a while, Hammy. Having trouble remembering me?” Cloudhawk produced a mask from nowhere as if by magic and slipped it over his face. Instantly, the gravely, unsettling voice Hammont remembered from so long ago returned. “You’ve done well for yourself.”

“It is you!”

The moment he saw the mask, there was no longer any doubt. He threw his sword to the ground and fell to his knees, both making an audible thud. As he prostrated himself before the young man, everyone else gaped at the scene.

“Your humble servant is here to serve at your whim, Master Demon hunter!”

Confused stares were passed all around.

Skycloud society followed strict rules of etiquette, and it was expected for lower-ranking men and women to salute their superiors. Kneeling was another thing altogether, reserved for those times when someone leagues above made an appearance. At those times, it was customary to bow on one knee, even for someone like the Governor. Using both knees was only typical when worshipping the gods.

The Magistrate was a man of determination, resolute in word and action. He might not have been very high ranking in the army, but he wielded his influence here like an emperor. Even the powerful had to pay their respects. Seeing him now, bowing before a criminal in open reverence, was completely out of character.

Hammont veritably gushed with flattery, “I-it’s nothing. All thanks to milord’s efforts. None of it would be possible without what you did. What brings milord back to us after three long years?”

Cloudhawk fished out two tokens from his pockets. The first was a demon hunter’s token that marked Cloudhawk as a member of the order. The second bore the insignia of Grand General Skye Polaris’s ‘Talons of God’. “The general has entrusted me and my men to execute a special mission. I report directly to him and have been given authority to appropriate your soldiers as needed.”

Hammont’s face changed as the reality dawn on him. Three years ago, he already knew that this man was no normal demon hunter, but this!?

The Talons were a secret force under the direct supervision of Grand General Skye that was second only to the Court of Shadows in might. Cloudhawk was their Warden, a title that bore no less weight than a low-ranking general and came with more prestige.

Hammont looked around, confusion clear on his face. “But, if milord is here for a mission, then why…?”

“It’s above your pay grade. There’s a reason for what I do. Are you saying you expect me to run everything by you first?” This caused the Magistrate to vomit apologies and trip over his own tongue to say it was unnecessary. Cloudhawk ignored him and went on, “In brief, our mission is an important one, and we expect you to offer any assistance you can to see it through. Failure is not a result you can afford.”

Hammont didn’t hesitate to nod his head so fast that the rolls of fat threatened to completely swallow his neck. He rolled his eyes up towards Cloudhawk sheepishly. “Milord, y-your humble servant would never presume to ask anything but what was necessary. I only want to contribute the best I can.”

Dreams of that general’s star on his lapel danced through Hammont’s mind.

He had proven himself time and time again. He just needed one more crowning achievement, one success that would turn heads and catch his superiors’ attention. It seemed the gods had listened to his prayers. What was Cloudhawk other than just such an opportunity?

Cloudhawk’s face was plastered with a beguiling grin. The fat man’s ambition was as naked as his eating problem, but he didn’t mind. In fact, he’d been looking for him. He asked directly, “What do you know about the Crimson Church?”

Sandbar’s Magistrate replied promptly and respectfully, “The Crimson Church isn’t its real name. They call themselves the Sanctum of Judgment. Its founder is called the Crimson One, so the people call it the Crimson Church. They’re very active here in the borderlands and the wastelands too. They send missionaries everywhere to evangelize for their god and punish non-believers. Over the last few years, we’ve seen their influence grow. Its presence has helped us here in the Sandbar.”

“You wanted to know why we’re here, right? Then, I’ll tell you.” Suddenly, Cloudhawk paused. The bird on his shoulder took flight and perched on a nearby window sill, taking up position to ward against prying eyes and ears. “The Grand General’s instructions were very clear. We’ve come to learn everything we can about the Sanctum of Judgment.”

Hammont’s eyes went wide. “Investigate the Church? Why!?”

“The red priest claims to be an attendant in service of the God of Judgment. In the name of spreading his word, he’s come here to convert and gather followers. Lately, he’s been very successful, and this has attracted Skycloud’s attention. There’s evidence to suggest the red priest is more than just a missionary. So, they sent me to learn the truth.”

Hammont was stunned. He’d come to investigate a holy organization?

It was no secret that the red priest wielded tremendous influence out here in the borderlands. He was practically synonymous with Divine Will. Investigating such a man and doing it quietly would be very difficult, if not impossible. Needless to say, word of this would cause a sensation in Skycloud domain. If he could help this master demon hunter discover the truth behind the organization, it would surely be enough to get the promotion he was so desperate for.

Cloudhawk narrowed his eyes at the large man. “Are you afraid? I can find someone else.”

“N-no, no!” Hammont was again nearly choking in his efforts to ingratiate himself with the Warden. “Anything you need. Sir’s every whim is your humble servant’s desire. I’ll climb a mountain of swords or swim through a lake of fire. I can organize men right away to learn whatever you need about the Crimson Church!”

Cloudhawk answered with a grunt, “Get to work then. But remember, no one can know what we’re doing. Even if your efforts are exposed, you cannot – under any circumstances – reveal who I am or that we’re even here. If you do, you’ll face court martial.”

“Understood, sir!”

The rotund Magistrate nearly bounced for joy as he left the shop. His captains were completely baffled by the exchange. Were they letting this guy go? How were they supposed to explain that? What about all the contraband they were selling?

When faced with the inevitable questions, Hammont barked at them, “Is there half a brain among you lot?! Do you think any normal citizen can get their hands on all that military surplus? He could only do that with the backing of Skycloud’s government. It’s been set up to resupply soldiers as they go through Sandbar for missions. From now on, no one is to bother them. Do you understand?”

“But the illegal goods-“

“There’s always a reason for it. They’re using it as bait, and those who buy and sell those goods are recorded. Or are you morons too pig-headed to understand? Now, let’s go. We have work to do!”

Despite the Magistrate’s curses, his officers were not stupid. They understood what was going on from the look on the Magistrate’s face. Few things proved to be intractable for Hammont in his domain, so for him to turn a blind-eye meant it was something big.

The only other person who got that sort of treatment was a bar owner named Adder.

Adder’s history and motives were a mystery to everyone. Hammont never made much of an effort to cause him trouble, though, and that spoke volumes. Now, this young guy shows up, but he’s different. The Magistrate didn’t just fear him. He worshipped him.

Sandbar Station’s chief officer was a… broad fellow with his hand in many proverbial pies. But, he was also a soldier and had all the dignity that came with the territory. If the shop owner had been some random traitor, Hammont definitely would not have reacted like he did. The only explanation was that the young man had to be someone important from Skycloud domain.

If that was the case, what else could they say? Nothing. The portly Magistrate led his people away.

Gabriel absently wiped down one of the tables as he spoke. “Do you think the big man’s reliable?”

Cloudhawk was fiddling with the gramophone. The way he handled it showed his reverence. For a moment, he just shut his eyes and lost himself in the sounds that washed over him. Nodding in satisfaction, he finally replied, “You shouldn’t look down on Hammy. He’s a capable guy. Besides, it’s much more convenient to conspire with the snake when your business involves digging through dirt. Sometimes, they surprise you. Let him lay the groundwork. It’s better than us going in blind. Right, that’s enough chatter. How much money do we have left?”

“Not a lot. A few dozen gold pieces.”

“Alright, let’s go have a few drinks. Maybe we’ll find a few nice lookin’ ladies and have ourselves a good time.”

Cloudhawk turned to the shop girls and told them to look after the place. Together, he and Gabriel wandered through the streets until they came upon a place with a familiar sign. When he looked at the bar’s façade, Cloudhawk went silent for a moment. It hadn’t changed at all. He wondered if the people inside it had.


3 / The Bar


Sandbar’s local drinking hole was much like any other. Primped and pretty barmaids fluttered through the crowd, draped in alluring clothing that put full chests and long legs on display. They moved among the drinkers, delivering copper trays and collecting empty mugs. From time to time, an inebriated patron might try to cop a feel, and the girls danced away with polite titters. A few even returned flirtatious – if admonishing – glances. The hostesses offered other services. So long as the patrons spent the coin, they could hire girls to do most anything.

Electric lights had been banned ever since monitors from Skycloud took over the city. The bar replaced them with the mystical sand lanterns popular among Elysians and a giant candelabrum. Together, they were enough to give the bar proper mood lighting. 

Aside from tables for eating and drinking, the center of the bar had a clear space set aside as a dance floor. A group of girls occupied it now, slowly stripping off bits of clothing as they gyrated around one another. Rings on either side were where burly men beat each other up as spectators bet on the outcomes.

The bar was a cesspool of tobacco, liquor, and testosterone.

A pair of visitors very different from the usual guests sauntered in. They were young and good-looking, a far sight better than the typical rabble. One of the barmaids greeted them as they walked by, eyes all a-sparkle and a genuine smile on her face. Strangers like them were a rare sight and worth a fun night or two even if they didn’t have the money.

Gabriel was set. The gods made him with all the right parts to grab a girl’s attention. Blonde hair, blue eyes, white skin, refined features… he was the essence of dignity and cultivation, appearing like a well-educated schoolboy or a warm-hearted boy next door. Of course, none of them knew about his darker side.

Cloudhawk wasn’t hard on the eyes either.

He had a body to rival Frost de Winter’s. While he couldn’t be said to have had Gabriel’s handsome features, he was like a totally different person from the kid who clawed his way out of the wastelands. Gone was the skin-and-bones waif, replaced by a man of good build who was quite a bit taller. So, while he wasn’t a one-in-ten-thousand, he was perhaps one-in-a-thousand. At the very least, he was a one-in-a-hundred sort of looker.

The girl sashayed over to the pair, making sure her hefty assets were easily noticed. “Maybe I can help you handsome fellas find something you like? Cigarettes, booze, girls. We’ve got it all.”

Gabriel had grown up in Skycloud where scenes like these were unthinkable. He was overwhelmed by the woman’s heaving cleavage and pretty smell and shuffled awkwardly before her. He wasn’t sure what to do with his hands. Fuckin’ Cloudhawk, he thought to himself. The rotten bastard. Couldn’t he have found us a normal place to get a drink?

He definitely wasn’t in Skycloud domain anymore, and the fact was that out in the wastelands, this was a normal place for a drink. He’d just never seen a place like this where a man’s more basic proclivities could be satisfied.

“Go on now. Put those knockers away before you hurt someone.” Cloudhawk was far more natural. He gave the girl a playful slap on the ass. “You’re scaring my virgin friend here. You got anywhere quiet?”

Gabriel’s pale face went as red as a tomato. Girls like her made him very uncomfortable.

Cloudhawk was holding back but gave her a smack with perhaps a little too much force. She yelped and giggled, causing her cleavage to jiggle enticingly. These girls may have been low class, but they were definitely cunning. Everyone could tell at a glance that these two men were different. This had to be the blonde one’s first visit to a place like this, judging by the way he looked at the girls. He looked like he was somewhere between resisting his urges and hiding disgust. The other one seemed like he was perfectly comfortable in this environment.

In the end, Elysians had more hang-ups than your typical wastelander.

They continued to gather a bunch of curious looks.

Cloudhawk was inferior to Gabriel in looks, but his delicate features and coquettish air made him a lot more approachable. A year of struggle followed by three years of doing whatever came up had made him irreverent and cynical. But as his strength and experiences grew, he became more self-confident and less of a downer. Now, it wasn’t unexpected for him to crack a joke or screw around when things weren’t serious.

Banter was something he’d learned from the wastelander mercenaries. 

Cloudhawk wasn’t under any illusions that his life would be like Frost’s or Arcturus’s. He wasn’t going to be some kind of hero, and he didn’t fit in with the Elysians. It was just the way things were, and he wasn’t going to try and force it. Do what you have to do. That was his motto. Go with the flow. That was the best policy.

Gabriel’s frown said he was not going with the flow at any level. “Women like these are cheap and dirty.”

“Oh for the love of... wake up, will you? You think we’re still in the Elysian lands?” Cloudhawk wasn’t ashamed of their environment. “People out here, we’re castaways. We’re the abandoned population. If you can get a full belly and wear a warm set of clothes, your life is set. You think anyone is eager to make a living selling their body? But, that’s life, at least in the wastelands, and everyone’s just trying to make it the best way they know how. I don’t think they’re dirty. Hell, compared to a lot of the girls where you’re from, they’re more real. Spend more time out here, and you’ll see. No one has the right to sneer at someone else just trying to get by.”

Gabriel continued to shuffle like a fish out of water. “Is it just me or is everyone looking at us?”

“Are they?” Cloudhawk looked around. Indeed, they’d caught more than a few eyes when they walked in, all sorts in fact. There were hungry looks from the women and envious looks from the men. Some were uncomfortably penetrating. “Oh,” he said. “I forgot to mention. You’re gonna find no small number of guys out here who like to have a little fun with other men, if you know what I’m sayin’. A fella like you with your blonde hair, blue eyes, and noble look – you’re just the sort they like. Making friends won’t be a problem for you.”

A frown instantly marred Gabriel’s face. “Any of ‘em try pulling a Caspian on me, and I’m not holding back.”

Cloudhawk chortled. He was reminded of the growing love Caspian had shown for Gabriel as their three-year stint in the valley progressed. Eventually, Caspian had decided he’d give it a shot, and that night, he climbed into Gabriel’s bed for a little slap and tickle.

Things did not go well for him. It was the first time in three years that Naberius took control and… needless to say, there was a lot more slap than tickle.

Caspian was bed-ridden for half a month after that. From then on, people were very careful not to get on Gabriel’s bad side. Every time Caspian and he were in the same room, the poor guy cowered like he was avoiding the devil.

“Give us the best booze, the best meat, and the best girls you got.”

Cloudhawk threw himself into a booth and snapped his fingers. Two gold pieces glinted as they traveled three meters up into the air and landed snuggly in the groove between the barmaid’s breasts.

“Keep the extra for yourself, darlin’.”

“Yes, sir!”

The girl was wild with joy. Two whole gold coins! The change was what she made from five years of running tables. The guy didn’t look like he had that kind of money to throw around, but he proved her wrong.

Cloudhawk’s ostentatious display made eyes pop all around the bar. Beyond the amount, they saw how he did it – a perfect shot right into her dress with his back turned! The clean-cut young man was more than a simple traveler. That was certain. If he could put a coin between her bosoms, he sure as hell could throw a knife through someone’s heart. Immediately, the more covetous eyes looked away.

The booze and food started to arrive. A group of drinking companions came with it and positioned themselves on either side of the pair.

Cloudhawk picked a cigarette off a platter and leaned towards one of the women for her to light. He took a drag and felt the low-grade tobacco fill his lungs with acrid smoke. It was like sucking down a tube of pepper spray – a sensation that instantly took him back a handful of years to the first time he had a stick. If he wasn’t mistaken, the first time he had a cigarette was after his first mission with the Tartarus mercenaries.

Life flowed by like a dream. You never knew what was around the next corner and whether there would be a tomorrow. It took Cloudhawk a long time and a lot of kilometers to realize wastelander freedom agreed with him just fine.

Gabriel piped up with a curious tone, “So what’s your plan for the future? I can’t imagine you’re going to be working for Polaris forever.”

Cloudhawk let out the cigarette smoke in a long, slow exhale. His dark eyes were searching for a minute but quickly returned to normal. “The old man helped me a lot. It’s only right I return the favor. Once that’s done, maybe I’ll settle down here. Skycloud has all the riches, but the people that live there have all got a screw loose if you ask me. You know the sort of guy I am. I don’t belong there.”

Gabriel slowly nodded.

After graduating from Hell’s Valley, Cloudhawk returned to the Grand General. Skye appointed him Warden of the Talons and gave him his first secret mission: Investigate the Sanctum of Judgment and the guy they called the Crimson One.

Grand General Polaris had told him it was an important mission, one that Governor Arcturus was following closely. If Cloudhawk performed well, there was a promotion waiting for him back in Skycloud city. He didn’t care much about status or position, though. After Hell’s Valley, he could carve out a comfortable life for himself anywhere in the wastelands. He didn’t need the domain’s protection or its approval.

He’d learned a lot during his time in training.

Sweepers didn’t trouble him anymore no matter how cruel. Fierce and brutal mutants weren’t much of a challenge either. What he never became confident in was his ability to deal with the scheming and backstabbing that was so common in the Elysian lands or the mysterious Temple of God looming over everything. In Skycloud, the higher you climbed, the more likely it was you would fall. Nah. Political power, influence, honor – none of that meant anything to him.

Even if he didn’t find himself back in the wastelands someday in the future, he wasn’t going to settle down in Skycloud. The borderlands were an enticing place, or maybe he’d find a small secluded town somewhere on the edges of the domain. But, it was true that the General had treated him well, and Cloudhawk felt obliged to pay him back. Once his debt was paid, he could strike out on his own.

For now, that was as far as he needed to plan. At least, when it came time to set off, he knew he could. If he wanted to disappear, he could, and no one would be able to find him.

The mission out here in the borderlands was just the sort of thing Cloudhawk wanted. The stern eye of the gods felt far away, and he could do as he liked here. Grand General Skye had authorized him to take as many of the crack Talons as he pleased, but Cloudhawk didn’t see a need for them. He just wanted one person, the same guy who stood by his side all through his time at Hell’s Valley: a felon and an outcast like him.

Gabriel had killed an oracle once, so there wasn’t a welcoming corner for him anywhere in Skycloud domain. This was just an opportunity to get him out. They’d grown close after three years. Aside from occasionally losing control to a murderous alter ego, he was a reliable and trustworthy guy to watch his back.

His other fellow trainees had moved on to other things. Drake Thane had gained esteem and notoriety among his family, so he was appointed to the position of lieutenant colonel of a border battalion. Felina was snatched up by the Court of Shadows and was made an important member of this mysterious group. Claudia Lunae returned and took a position in the League of Demon Hunters, and last he heard, she was commanding her own unit. Her success catapulted the prestige of her family to new heights, exactly as her lard-ass of a father had hoped. Cloudhawk figured he had the last laugh after all.

The others went back to their families and were given high positions or important posts. Some were treated as “secret weapons” and were secreted away to continue training. In every case, those three years in the valley hadn’t been a waste. Every single one of them walked out of that place a finely honed tool of war.

It was impossible to go three years without making connections with people, but in the end, they all came from different worlds. It was impossible to say whether they’d ever meet again or under what circumstances.

Gabriel was the only one Cloudhawk thought would share his road. 

Shit, reality really was disappointing.


4 / The Reunion


“Come, another round!”

The two men clinked their glasses together loudly.

Cloudhawk downed the contents of his mug with a series of chugs. He wiped droplets of foamy beer from his face with a dirty forearm and put the mug back down on the table. The girls cooed and lauded his drinking ability while refilling their glasses.

After the first glass, Cloudhawk became more boisterous, his eyes watery. Anyone who spent any time drinking with Cloudhawk would be impressed because it was obvious he was just playing around. It was easier to move mountains than to get this wastelander drunk. It was a ruse to trick others into thinking he’d let his guard down.

“We’ve got six months to finish the mission. Now that we’re here, we have time before results are due.” Cloudhawk lifted his glass again. “There’s no rush. We open that store as soon as possible though. Saving up some funds has to be our first priority.”

Gabriel’s face was tinged red after polishing off his first mug. The alcohol was already working to chisel away at his guarded exterior. The scent of the barmaid’s perfume permeated his nostrils, and he let go of some of his disgust. It just went to show that anyone got used to the wastelands given enough time whether it was Gabriel or someone as intractable as Selene Cloude.

“What do you need so much money for?”

“To repay my debt, obviously. Some of which you’re responsible for, too, I’ll remind you. There’s no escaping it!”

Of course, there was a reason for Cloudhawk’s decision to open a store here in the Sandbar. Aside from a possible future living here, he also had a mountain of gold he owed to Skye Polaris’s illustrious granddaughter. Thirty to forty thousand at last tally.

But, what was the plan?

At the House of Demon Hunters auction, a single high-quality relic in working order could only fetch a thousand gold coins. Cloudhawk’s debt was enough to make a small noble family collapse under its own weight. Even the likes of the Cloude family would struggle to pay it off. 

And every day, that debt was collecting interest like a snowball made of shit that was only getting bigger as it rolled downhill. Hell, at this rate, he expected it to hit a million before too long.

Thankfully, Dawn was sent off to distant lands after her time in the Sanctuary. Cloudhawk hadn’t seen her once since getting out of Hell’s Valley, and he considered that lucky – chances were he’d meet Terrangelica before he could get a word in edgewise. Dawn dogged him to repay the loan like her life depended on it. However, not all of it was Cloudhawk’s alone to bear. Gabriel was responsible for some and a good chunk at that.

Three years in Hell’s Valley was no picnic, but Cloudhawk wasn’t beaten nearly as often as the others. Besides, with his natural fortitude and healing ability, when he did face the whip, his recovery was quick. Most of the healing salves Dawn brought for him he ended up giving to Gabriel. Others had the support of their families to lean on. Not the fugitive, especially once he turned his back on Frost de Winter. Who else could he turn to? For three years, he received Cloudhawk’s help, so now he was obligated to stay and pay his part.

Gabriel glowered into the contents of his mug. “Hell, you should have enough skill to wiggle your way out of a little debt. Steal a few pretty trinkets and this business is done, no?”

Their store was, in fact, already open. Only, they didn’t have much variety. Aside from the odd wastelander trinket, most of its contents were brought from the Elysian lands: the newest Elysian weaponry, superior demon hunter armor, exorcist bows, staves, and even quality medicines. He’d managed to bring a fair amount of inventory with him even if it didn’t have much variety.

Cloudhawk was a uniquely talented thief.

“Sure, I had that idea, but the question is where I can find a good score? Even if I score something, how do I fence it? I can’t say I’m very eager to be hunted by the whole domain.” Cloudhawk rolled his eyes. “Screw around enough in one place, and you’re bound to get caught. Best plan is to make some money as honest as we can. But, I’m done talking about this depressing shit for today. C’mon, drink!”

Cloudhawk’s eyes scanned the bar even as he spoke. Like he was looking for something. One of the more attentive barmaids noticed. “Is milord looking for someone?”

He was, and at the moment, the Warden wondered why he hadn’t seen her yet. Struck by inspiration, Cloudhawk fished a few gold coins from his pocket and slapped them onto the tabletop. The girls stared, transfixed. None of them had ever seen someone so liberal with his money. Did he just not have any silvers or coppers? Every time he opened his hand, it was filled with gold. A single coin would buy a dozen men willing to work themselves to the bone, a dozen beautiful women willing to do whatever he asked.

“Let’s play a game.” A grin spread across Cloudhawk’s face. “I ask a question. You ladies answer. Fastest wins, and the reward is one gold coin. Who wants to play?”

“Oh, me! Me!”

The girls practically wriggled in delight. Gabriel remained quietly watching, wondering what his boss was up to.

Cloudhawk nodded. “Alright. First question – what color underwear are you wearing?”

Pffft! Gabriel spat out a mouthful of beer. This guy had no shame!

Of course, out here in the wastelands, it was practically an innocent question. To Gabriel, however, it was almost incomprehensibly lewd.

The girls practically yelled over each other to answer. One even removed her panties to prove she was telling the truth. Cloudhawk was satisfied with her zeal and awarded her the first gold coin.

“Not bad, not bad.” Cloudhawk continued, “Is there a girl working here, ‘sha’ something?”

“Yes, yes!” a slender barmaid blurted out. “Her name is Luciasha, but she’s not like us. She’s the boss’s special girl. He takes care of her. She doesn’t run beer or take care of the guests. She just works as a bartender.

Cloudhawk pushed one of the gold coins toward her. “Does your boss treat her well?”

Another girl hurried to answer. “More than well. He treats her like a daughter. The boss keeps a low profile in the Sandbar, but everyone respects him. The Magistrate from the Elysian lands – that fatty they call ‘Uncle Seacrest’ – even he doesn’t give any trouble.”

That was exactly what Cloudhawk wanted to hear. Adder had kept his word.

He was fully prepared to show Adder the error of his ways if he’d learned Asha wasn’t being treated well. He didn’t know a lot about the strange bar owner, but Cloudhawk was no pushover. At the very least, the man would wake one day to find his secret treasure trove empty. But, since he did what he promised, Cloudhawk wasn’t going to start trouble.

“Alright, y’all enjoy yourselves. I need to take a piss.” He was hardly refined with his declaration and climbed to his feet bearing a dark grin. “Make sure you treat Gabby here really well. He’s a virgin, and whichever of you ladies manages to pop his cherry will earn ten gold.”

“You…”

Gabriel choked on his own fury, but he cowered beneath the lusty fire in the girls’ eyes. He felt like a slab of juicy meat that caught the attention of hungry lionesses.

Cloudhawk laughed, well pleased with himself and his trouble-making. He cast his friend an encouraging look and then walked away with a self-satisfied hum in his throat. He wasn’t off to the bathroom, of course. He wanted to see the bartender. He spared a few inconspicuous glances towards the iron bar spanning one wall of the establishment. Three years ago, he would have expected to see that large man in the black cloak tending it. This time, he’d been replaced by a slim girl with a pretty face.

She was wrapped in a white dress, and a mass of naturally curly hair tumbled down to her shoulders. She wasn’t wearing any mascara or perfume in stark contrast to the heavily-painted barmaids who shuffled back and forth carrying drinks. She was very pretty, though not stunning. A lingering charm and a frail nature made her seem like a precious, delicate flower. Everyone who looked at her had a natural urge to keep her safe.

A rare smile, warm instead of sardonic, turned his lips.

Ten years spent in the wasteland, and people had marched in and out of his life. The old man who taught him to read. Slyfox and Mad Dog. Artemis. Friends who were dead and gone. Then, there was the mysterious Mantis and dignified Selene. Their complicated histories and strange futures were destined to leave Cloudhawk estranged from them. He had no idea where they’d gone or what they were doing.

He turned his head and the wastelands took them like dunes changing in the gusting winds. The only one left was this pretty girl.

At the moment, Luciasha was deftly pouring beers and set a pair on the bar counter. She was pulling back when suddenly, a rough hand held her fast. A group of rugged and unfamiliar men stood before her.

The men bore fierce and salacious grins as they tugged at her, loudly arguing. It was clear at a glance that these men were new here. They were used to more rugged fair and were eager to try a tastier fruit. Alcohol had made them bold and impaired their thinking. Otherwise, they would have noticed the telling stares from the other bar patrons.

Whatever, if they got a bite out of this juicy peach, what was worst that could happen?

Over the last three years, the female bartender had lost count of the number of idiot men who’d tried to take advantage of her. The end result was often a miserable end for the fools, and so people learned that she was off limits. Knowing what was to come, the other patrons eagerly awaited the show.

One of the men reached out to grab a handful of her breasts.

Another hand shot out from one side and snapped the man’s wrist. The pop that rang out was audible from across the bar. To say that the bones had broken like rotten wood would be an understatement. While the victim was still staring wide-eyed at the unnatural angle his hand was bent, the mysterious fist returned to shatter his cheekbone. The thug was unconscious before he could even register the pain.

His companions suddenly weren’t in such a bawdy mood.

They didn’t know where this guy had come from, but the way he clobbered their friend like he was a toy said enough. Whoever he was, he was out of their league. The men stumbled back to get away before they were next, but as they scrambled for the door, the man flung out his hand. Both were brutally pinned to columns by something punching through their backs.

Throwing spikes!

Cloudhawk handled the thugs like he was swatting a group of irritating flies.

Bouncers suddenly came charging over. They saw the three men and assumed there’d been a fight. Brawls and murder were not allowed in this establishment. They surrounded Cloudhawk, ready to deal with the troublemaker.

Suddenly – “Stop!” Luciasha stared at Cloudhawk’s face in shock. Silence stretched for three to four seconds before she found her voice. “Cloud… Cloudhawk?”

A smile curled the edges of his mouth. “You still remember me?”

Tears welled up in her eyes. “You’ve changed a lot.”

Cloudhawk nodded. He stretched out a hand and gently patted her hair, like a brother. His face was full of warmth and affection with no hint of dark intent. The same tenderness entered his voice. “We all change. You have, too. You’re more beautiful than ever. Life must be treating you well!”


5 / Primeval Weapon


The troublemakers were taken away. The nobody who put them out of commission wasn’t paid any more mind. Cloudhawk took up post across the iron bar from Luciasha, and the two talked about what had happened over the last few years.

The two had traveled with each other for a month after he saved her from Lighthouse Point. By the time they reached the Sandbar, the two were like brother and sister. For Luciasha, Cloudhawk had come to her aid when things were darkest and bereft of hope. She would always be grateful for what he did. As for Cloudhawk, he’d never had a family. He didn’t even know what that would feel like. The girl he’d known as Asha was a rare spot of joy and purity in the wastelands. She made up for a little bit for the things he was forced to do to survive out here. He wasn’t going to allow anyone to tarnish her light.

Asha felt like it was all a dream.

Three years. In all that time, she hadn’t heard a single word about the boy who’d saved her. Now, suddenly, here he was. For years, the stubborn, good-hearted teenager had been in her heart. But, the man who spoke with her now had none of the trappings of youth anymore. That innocent rakishness was gone. He looked like a traveler who’d crossed many miles beneath his boots and had been beaten by the elements over many years. Easy-going, compassionate, and a little strange. What had he gone through in the three years since she last saw him?

“It’s a long story.”

Cloudhawk didn’t know where to start. He sipped at a cocktail of booze before going over everything that had happened.

Asha interrupted in a low voice, “Squall told me a little about what happened in Skycloud.”

This news surprised Cloudhawk, and he looked at her with brows raised. “You’ve seen Squall?”

She nodded. “He’s come to see me a few times over the years. He’s always passing through, busy I think. I don’t know what he does.”

A young and easy-going face swam up from Cloudhawk’s memory. If Asha hadn’t mentioned him, Cloudhawk might have forgotten the Bloomnettle heir.

So, he survived the tunnels under Skycloud city? So much had happened to him, but he defied fate and survived. Only, how was he able to live in the Elysian lands after losing his identity? What Asha was telling him was that Squall had come in and out of Skycloud domain more than once. Slipping past Elysian guards at their border walls wasn’t as easy as hopping a fence.

Asha went on in a soft voice, “Squall’s changed a lot too.”

“That’s normal.” Cloudhawk shook his mug, swirling the liquid within. His expression was a little dulled from the alcohol, but it added to his charm. “You think you know what the future holds in store. You think you have your feet firmly on the path. Then, life throws you curves, and you’re suddenly walking down a road you never thought you would be. That’s the way it is, always what we never expect.”

Luciasha gazed at Cloudhawk with tender eyes. She was just a normal girl but a very lucky one.

She didn’t have any great powers or special skills. She wasn’t any more intelligent than anyone else, and life hadn’t promised her anything but pain. But, she got lucky – lucky enough to run into a string of good people in a place where good people were rare. Coppertooth was the first, an Elysian veteran who was expelled for his ideals when he was thirty. Then, Cloudhawk delivered her from the harsh wastelands to the safety of the Sandbar. Finally, Adder agreed to take her in and treat her like a daughter. Without these guardian angels, she would never have made it here.

Luciasha wasn’t ambitious, nor did she have any lofty desires. After what the world had done to her, she resigned herself to the whims of fate. All she hoped for was peace and safety granted to the ones who cared for her.

It was just like Cloudhawk said. Life and fate took you off guard.

She wasn’t strong like he was. She couldn’t fight off attackers or anything. All she could do was cherish what she had and try to be content.

“I heard someone stood up for Luciasha when some thug got handsy. I wasn’t expecting you.”

Cloudhawk was chatting with Asha when a deep, magnetic voice arose from behind. A towering man with a buzz-cut hair and an average face approached. His hulking frame was hidden beneath a large, black cloak.

Adder. He hadn’t changed one bit in three years. He even had the same haircut.

Cloudhawk lifted his mug towards the enigmatic barkeep. “Thank you for looking after her.”

“Asha’s a good girl. I’ve got a lot of love for her.” The hard lines of his sculpted face melted as he gave her a warm smile. He drew his eyes up and down over Cloudhawk a few times and smirked. “Do you have time for a word or two?”

“As mysterious as ever.”

Cloudhawk gave Asha a little wave and then followed Adder into his secret room.

It was the same room Adder had taken him to three years prior. There were even more goodies in it now as Cloudhawk felt no fewer than eight distinguishable vibrations from relics. He could imagine that if he were to, maybe, repurpose the contents of this treasure trove, it would earn him a pretty penny. Nothing short of a princely sum, he wagered.

He put the idea away for the time being.

“Since I haven’t seen you in three years, I assume you managed to get a foothold in the Elysian lands. Why are you suddenly back in the Sandbar?” Adder pulled out a bottle of liquor and poured Cloudhawk a glass. “On some sort of mission, I imagine?”

“What’s it to you?”

“I know my way around the wastelands. I have my contacts. I’m sure there are things I can learn that will help you. Seeing as you’re a friend of Lucia’s, I’ll even give you a discount.”

This gave the Warden pause. Adder was a mystery, but he certainly had influence. His help would go even farther than Hammont’s. It wasn’t unthinkable that the barkeep could help get him juicy information about the one they called the Crimson One.

Yet, as Cloudhawk was considering the offer, there was the slightest inkling in the back of his mind that stopped him. There was something about Adder that he couldn’t read. The strange man was inscrutable, and although Cloudhawk wasn’t the smartest guy, he was wise enough to be cautious. It didn’t make much sense to be so liberal with his secret mission, especially since he knew almost nothing about the guy offering to help.

“Come on. Secret mission… pfft. I just couldn’t fit in with those stuffy zealots is all. I came back here to see if there was a way to make a few coins. You know people. Maybe there are some folks willing to spread a little wealth, eh?” Cloudhawk pointedly drew his eyes around the room. “I mean, you definitely know how to make a profit.”

“You need cash?”

“Who doesn’t?”

“Well, it just so happens I know a way you could make a bundle, so long as you got the interest and the stones to pull it off.”

“You wouldn’t be thinking of pulling one over on me again, would you?” Cloudhawk lifted the glass and swirled its contents, though he didn’t drink. “Last time, things nearly didn’t work out very well for me.”

Adder shook his head. “This is different. Do this job and they’ll be singing your praises back in Skycloud. I don’t know why you’re here, but I’m willing to bet whatever it is won’t pay as well as what I’m offering.”

“Oh yeah? What job is so lucrative, then?”

“Destroying the Dark Atom.”

“Heh. You’re a funny guy.”

“You remember that map you got me three years ago?” Adder’s face was sincere. “I cracked it. It outlines every inch, nook, and cranny of the Dark Atom’s headquarters. Not much good to me though – they’re careful, and everyone I send ends up missing or dead. But, maybe you have what it takes.”

“Well, that just makes it more confusing.” Cloudhawk wasn’t about to believe anything that came out of this guy’s mouth, at least not at face value. He thought Adder was a snake three years ago, and despite all that’s changed since then, that feeling stayed the same. Playing with him was like smacking a viper on the head. If you stopped paying attention for one second, you got bitten. “If you know where the Dark Atom headquarters is, you should give the information to Skycloud authorities. That by itself will earn you huge respect. Why waste time and resources only to share the glory with me anyways?”

“I’m not interested in what they think about me in the Elysian lands. But, there are things in the Dark Atom stronghold that I wouldn’t mind getting my hands on.” Adder paused for a moment. “If you were to get what I’m after and bring it to me, I’d be willing to give you everything in this room.”

This took Cloudhawk by surprise. “What is it?”

“A primeval weapon,” Adder replied. “I saw references to it in ancient books. A weapon that could level an entire city in an instant. Even gods and demons kept their distance. But, it’s one-time use only. I need to know if it’s real, and if it is, then I want it.”

Cloudhawk was not impressed. How could a weapon like that just be lying around somewhere, much less survive intact after the destruction of the world? If the Dark Atom had such a weapon, why would they be on the back foot? There would be no reason to suffer like they did if they could flatten Skycloud city with a snap of their fingers.

“I don’t care about any ‘prime evil’ weapon, and I don’t give a shit about the Dark Atom. Not my bag. Convince someone else to do your dirty work.” Cloudhawk tossed back his glass and finished its contents with an air of finality. “Thanks, barkeep. I got shit to do, so I’ll be going.”

Adder regretfully shook his head. “I hope you reconsider.”

But, Cloudhawk was uninterested. He didn’t even wait for Adder to open the door and instead slipped through the treasure room’s wall like it wasn’t even there. 

Adder watched the showy display with sparkling eyes.

In the end, Cloudhawk, Asha, and Adder shared a meal at the bar before he left. As Asha watched him go, eyes bright, she pressed her hands together. “It looks like Cloudhawk is going to be living here. That’s wonderful!”

“Luciasha, do you trust me?”

“Why do you ask? Of course I do.”

“Who do you trust more, me or Cloudhawk?”

“I…”

Asha was taken aback by the question. Both men were indispensable in her life. Admittedly, she’d spent a lot less time with Cloudhawk, but she felt she knew him despite his mysteriousness. There was just something about him that made the wastelander trustworthy.

But, if Cloudhawk was a clear pond, then her adoptive father was a river. Asha sensed that there was more to Adder than what she saw on the surface. No one knew where he came from or what he’d done in the past. Had he come from the wastelands or Skycloud? He was as dangerous as he was obscure, too. But, over the last three years, she knew Adder saw her as his own daughter.

They were both important to her. She had faith in each of them.

“It’s alright. You don’t need to answer.” Adder affectionately ran a hand through her curly hair. His stony face broke into a smile. “After all this time, you should know you’re my girl. Sometimes, I may say things you don’t like, but I have to say them as a father.”

“What is it?”

“Asha, I have a bad feeling about that man. You should stay away from him. Otherwise, you might get wrapped up in something uncomfortable.”

Uncomfortable? What was he talking about?

“For instance, what if you were forced to choose between him and me one day? Who would you pick?” Adder looked into his young charge’s big, pretty eyes and shook his head. “It’s the same question, asked another way. And you don’t have to answer. Just so long you know in your heart. Don’t let anyone tell you what to do or how to think, but you need to be strong. You live in a cruel world.”

Asha stared up into the sky.

Cloudhawk… Adder… if she was forced to choose, who would she pick? She didn’t have an answer. How could she?


6 / Ebonycrs


After Cloudhawk had eaten and drunken to his satisfaction, he returned to the emporium.

There, he found Gabriel who had ruffled clothes and lipstick smeared across his face. He was enveloped in a cloud of booze stink and perfume. The look on his face was one of shame and resentment.

Cloudhawk tried to explain away his guilt, “Gabby… eh… I forgot to tell you about a friend of mine who works at the bar. We lost track of time catching up. Did you have fun with the ladies?”

He could hear Gabriel grinding his teeth. “What do you think?”

“Come on now, don’t be like Caspian. I arranged the finest girls for you, full-figured with everything a hot-blooded guy would like. Quality goods like that are very rare in the wastelands, you know. Outside of the Sandbar, you could pass through ten outposts and not find the like. C’mon, I did you a favor. Don’t repay my kindness with attitude, alright? Show a little respect.”

“There is nothing funny about this situation!”

“Don’t lose your temper over this small stuff.” Cloudhawk wasn’t the least bit concerned that Naberius might rear his head. On the contrary, he walked right up to Gabriel and patted him on the shoulder. His voice was sincere. “Listen to me. Your life in Skycloud is in the past. You’re never gonna be a pious believer. It’s better to accept a life of freedom and sin out here in the wastelands.”

Cloudhawk was a simple man with a soul as stained as anyone else out here, but his words weren’t complete nonsense.

A man lived a hundred years max, and it was a rare man who was able to live for himself. The ideals and morals of the old world were gone. It didn’t make sense to live by their restrictions any longer. Those girls were just doing whatever they could to get by so that they could live the best way they knew how. Wasn’t what they did a form of kindness?

No one knew what tomorrow held. Out in the wastelands, every minute you stayed breathing was a gift. With the limited time you got, you went for the things you wanted. The world was different now, and the way humans lived was forced to change with it.

Of course, Cloudhawk didn’t start to wax philosophical with Gabriel. The Elysian would learn all that on his own the more he experienced real life. He would have to.

Cloudhawk called out as they walked into the store, “How are the preparations?”

One of the shop assistants replied in a soft voice, “Relax boss, we have everything ready. We’ll be all set to open tomorrow morning.”

“Good. Do what you can. I’m not a slave driver.”

“Yes, boss.”

The two girls who watched over his shop were on the younger side – seventeen or eighteen years old. The little one with white skin and a pretty face was called Neve. The other, less attractive but plump in all the right places, was Jasmine. When Cloudhawk and Gabriel first got to the Sandbar, they came across a slave trader while walking the streets. The two freed the girls from their cruel owner.

Even though the outpost had come under Elysian control, there wasn’t anything they could do about the thriving slave trade in the wastelands. But, it wasn’t like the slave trader Cloudhawk stole from could lodge a formal complaint since most of his corpse had already passed through a wolf’s digestive system. The dead weren’t known for having vocal opinions.

Cloudhawk really was conscientious of his new charges. He didn’t exploit them or force them to do anything they didn’t want to do. He even paid them a salary and provided lodging. They were free, or close enough for it not to matter.

He gave them as much freedom as they desired. If they didn’t want to be here, they were free to leave at any time. But, the girls cherished this opportunity to work, especially because they could say that even Elysian soldiers feared their boss. With him, they felt like they had found a safe and reliable benefactor. In the wastelands, beauty was a liability. Without the strength to defend oneself or a haven where safety was provided, having beauty was a matter of life and death.

“Elysian goods will fetch five times their prices out here, maybe more. We’ve got full sets of armor, swords, bows – stuff that would fetch five gold in Skycloud will earn us twenty a piece in the wastelands.”

“The guns, ammunition, and old tech we got for dirt cheap will sell for twice the cost too. The higher we can sell ‘em for, the better. At the end of the day, we’re the only racket in town, so people will accept our prices or go empty-handed. We’ll have a monopoly on the city’s black market in no time – and that’s when we loosen Adder’s stranglehold. You ladies got it?”

Cloudhawk was set on his ideas. He was determined.

The slender Neve replied in her gentle voice, “Don’t worry, boss. We’ll make sure everything runs smoothly.” Jasmine – darker in complexion but with a body that made one’s blood race – nodded in agreement.

The difference between the two ladies went deeper than their appearances. Neve was sharp, and with time and opportunity, she would grow to become a shrewd business owner. Jasmine was quiet and laidback, but Cloudhawk saw that she was a talented control meta-human. Eventually, he would train her in the use of weapons.

Aside from the juxtaposed beauties, there was also Gabriel.

Cloudhawk was confident their business would be fine. If something untoward should happen, they had the city’s Magistrate in their corner as well. His emporium was just the first step in Cloudhawk’s plan to corner the Sandbar’s black market. Cigarettes, drugs, guns –he was willing to deal in everything except slaves.

Legal or illegal, it didn’t matter.

The Warden used his influence and connections to have goods delivered from the Elysian lands. Goods like medicine, which were effective and had a market out in the wastelands. Unlike weapons, it wasn’t illegal to sell Elysian medicine. It was still restricted, but most normal drugs were free to sell with the proper permissions.

One of the current Elysian army officers – Drake Thane – still owed Cloudhawk. A connection like that couldn’t just go unexploited. He also had the Magistrate wrapped around his finger. Eventually becoming an established, reputable, and legal merchant company wouldn’t be difficult.

On the other side, he could trade wastelander minerals, leather, and other rare animal parts back to the Elysian lands. With Cloudhawk’s abilities, it was only a matter of time before he established himself here in Sandbar Station.

“We don’t really have very much, especially Elysian goods. What happens when we sell out?” Gabriel wasn’t as confident as his commanding officer. The longer he spent with Cloudhawk, the less reliable he found the wastelander to be. “Armor, for example. We only brought a few sets.”

“There’s plenty!” Cloudhawk was full of confidence. “You still don’t trust me? It’ll all be fine!”
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The next day, Cloudhawk’s Emporium was open for business.

Magistrate Seacrest’s unsuccessful raid the day before had served to advertise the place and showed that it was above the law. They sold what they pleased, and the Elysian soldiers did nothing about it.

The only other person in Sandbar Station Hammont turned a blind eye to was the barkeep, Adder. For better or worse, the guy kept a low profile and traded in intelligence. What a bold thing, then, that this new stranger would so openly challenge Adder’s established dominance.

The anomalous circumstances earned a fair amount of suspicion from buyers. This had to be a trap, right? To flush the bolder heretics out into the open. Once the store began welcoming customers, there were many who came to peruse, but no one was brazen enough to make a purchase. After two or three days, Cloudhawk still hadn’t sold a single thing.

Cloudhawk wasn’t so confident anymore.

He’d sunken all his assets into setting up shop. Paying off his debts – indeed, having money to live – all depended on the success of his Emporium. His inventory was solid, but no one was willing to buy. It was all rather awkward.

He spent days, from morning to night, ruminating on how to solve the problem. As he pondered, a pretty scent drifted in on the breeze. Cloudhawk’s keen sense of smell picked it up right away. This wasn’t the sort of stuff prostitutes wore. It was a naturally sweet aroma.

The other patrons stared with wide eyes as the green-clad figure appeared. She was beautiful, so beautiful that she would have turned heads in the middle of Skycloud city. Her clothing was unique and out of place in the rugged city; a well-tailored green gown was wrapped around her, and her face was hidden behind a thin veil. The quality of her gown’s material wasn’t Elysian-grade, but it was a far sight better than the stuff typically found in the wastelands. It was hard to tell where she was from based on clothing alone.

Half of the woman’s face was hidden beneath the veil. The cute shape of her nose and her plucked brows were visible, and the pigtail braids on the sides of her head added a youthful charm. Everything about her was mystifying, alluring, like a beautiful lark appearing from a deep forest. There was none of the rigorous Elysian intractability about her, nor the rough crudeness of the wastelands.

The girl’s eyes traveled along the walls, lingering on the military equipment hung there. She seemed especially interested in the rapid-fire crossbows. Her voice dripped like shimmering pearls. “I’m interested in purchasing in bulk. Do you have enough?”

“I do!” Cloudhawk perked up when he realized she was a potential customer. “How much do you need?”

She lifted a delicate finger and pointed at several items. “Three hundred… oh, no. Five hundred sets.”

The shop assistants were struck dumb, as were the lingering window shoppers. Cloudhawk mirrored their sentiment. Five hundred sets? She had to be joking! That was enough to outfit a small army. What did she need all that for?

Cloudhawk paused and looked the woman over. She was definitely unusual, but she didn’t look loaded to him. Anyway, could she even stuff enough gold for five hundred sets of weapon and armor in her dress? Cloudhawk rolled his eyes at her. “The lady seems to know quality. These are Elysian goods. You won’t find the like anywhere else in town. One set would be full body armor, a sword, and a crossbow – fifty gold coins total. This includes five bolt cartridges and a hundred white crystal arrows.”

None of this fazed the woman, who nodded without hesitation. “Alright, when can I pick them up?”

Was this bitch crazy?

One set was ten times more expensive than one she would find in the Elysian lands, but that difference wasn’t outrageous. But five hundred sets? That was twenty-five thousand gold coins! That was an outrageous sum even for Elysian nobility. And this chick didn’t even attempt to bargain.

Cloudhawk began to suspect that there was something wrong with her head. “Yeah, we got it. The problem is your order is too large. You’ll need to leave a deposit.”

“I don’t have any gold.”

She said it without a hint of concern.

Her revelation was met with quizzical expressions. Cloudhawk almost kicked over a table in frustration. She was fucking with him! He was preparing to throw the audacious woman out on her ass when she pulled a bulging parcel from the folds of her dress. She pulled the cloth aside to reveal its contents, and everyone froze.

Pitch black stones were nestled inside, each one a neat little cube whose shimmering faces caught the light appealingly. They shimmered like gemstones and mysteriously drew the eye.

The girl carefully picked one from the pile and handed it to Cloudhawk. “As I said, I don’t have gold. However, my mother assures me these could fetch you as much gold as you need.”

“What is it?”

“This is Ebonycrs.” Gabriel approached and took the cube from Cloudhawk’s hand. “It really is Ebonycrs – an energy crystal. They use it to power equipment in Skycloud domain. A cube like this will go for a couple hundred gold, easy.”

This little cube, a couple hundred gold? He had to be joking! If he hadn’t heard it from Gabriel’s mouth, Cloudhawk would have called bullshit. But, he trusted his companion.

“My name is Autumn Draper.” The girl in green rewrapped the Ebonycrs crystals back with the cloth. “Is that enough for a deposit? When can I expect my order to be ready?”

Cloudhawk swallowed. “Give me a few days.”


7 / Noble Madam


Autumn Draper left as calmly as though she were leaving the local farmer’s market.

She was a young girl of seventeen. By the looks of her, she had yet to even begin really experiencing life. But, what normal person would go shopping with a bundle of Ebonycrs? That would be conspicuous even in Skycloud city, to say nothing of the lawless and unstable borderlands.

There were only two sorts of people who were so brazen. The first had something cracked in their brain, and those folks deserved whatever came to them. The second was strong enough to fear nothing, like prowling lions that did not fear prey.

Was Autumn the latter? No!

From the moment she walked in to the instant she left, Cloudhawk hadn’t sensed the vibration of relics around her. A demon hunter without relics was like a tiger without claws and was more likely to hurt themselves than anyone else. It was hard to say whether she was a demon hunter or not, but if she was a demon hunter without relics, she wasn’t a threat.

What if her innate capabilities lay in her physical strength? She could be like Instructor Cutter from Hell’s Valley, relying on pure force and physical ability. That didn’t seem likely either. On the one hand, she was too young to have had any credible training. On the other, skills like those were honed only from living in extremely harsh conditions.

Based on her posture, rate of breathing, and attitude, she was maybe only slightly more capable than an average citizen. Definitely nothing special. He didn’t sense any danger from her or any threatening aura. Based on what he saw, Autumn was as deadly as a cage-raised canary, an over-inflated porcelain doll.

But, that just made him even more suspicious. She had no coin, but the parcel of stones she readily showed them was staggeringly valuable. Where did she get it? It seemed Autumn Draper was a name he would have to research.

Between the wastelands and Skycloud domain, names were markedly different.

Most wastelanders didn’t have a family name. Hell, many didn’t have families. They got by with nicknames or designations. Common names were things like Boulder, Grit, or Cloud. Or animal names like Lupus, Tigra, or Leopard. Names were based on things you saw often in the wastes. Cloudhawk, Mantis, and Wolfblade were textbook examples. Next down the list included ancient names picked out of antiquity like Roste. Pathfinders spent their days combing through old ruins and excavating the past, so they picked names that brought them closer to that long-dead culture. 

As for the Elysians, they were a people divided into families and clans. Whether from noble stock or common lineage, everyone had a family history. Given names were chosen by how flowery and dignified they sounded: Selene and Arcturus Cloude, Frost de Winter, Raithe Umbra, Claudia Lunae, and so forth.

Autumn Draper was definitely not a wastelander name, but it didn’t seem very Elysian either. Wandering around with the equivalent of ten thousand gold coins in a little sack… back in Skycloud, you would have to have come from a family everyone knew. Before coming back to the borderlands, Cloudhawk had gathered as much intelligence as he could about who the big players were. There was definitely no family that would allow Autumn to act the way she did.

But, the most confusing thing of all? What did she need with five hundred sets of weapons and armor? Was she actually looking to outfit a small army?

A few of the patrons had watched the whole exchange, and the looks in their eyes were less than wholesome. While the others were distracted, they had slipped out to follow her. Gabriel noticed this. “It seems your girl has garnered some attention. Do you want to do something about it?”

But, Cloudhawk shook his head. “It’s fine.”

He was always a curious sort, so it was uncharacteristic for Cloudhawk not to be interested in the result. Since his boss seemed uninterested, Gabriel made no further attempts to get them involved.
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The Sandbar’s environment was head and shoulders above that of most other wastelander outposts. However, it was still a rough and foul place for someone like Autumn who was used to living in the lap of luxury. After wandering for some time, she chanced upon a hotel that seemed passable. It happened to be the nicest lodgings in the Sandbar and was run by a middle-aged man of some affluence. He was known for his friendliness and hospitality.

“Hello miss, are you looking for a place to stay? We offer three packages. The cheapest is fifty copper a night, then eighty, and finally two silver. Which would you like?”

Autumn plucked the smallest cube of Ebonycrs from its sack and placed it on the counter between them. It was easily worth ten gold coins. “Is this sufficient?”

“This… this is Ebonycrs?” The friendly smile he wore like a mask froze, and he snatched it up. He fumbled with a pair of dirty glasses and slipped them on so he could take a closer look. In truth, he’d never seen this treasure, but he knew of it. Elysian coin and other trade goods often passed through the borderlands. “Very pure,” he said excitedly. “Such high purity.”

Autumn pressed him. “I’d like a room, please.”

“Yes, yes. Of course!” The hotel owner clutched tightly to the tiny cube that was worth enough to rent out half of his establishment. His customary smile returned wider than ever, and his eyes were bright. “Stay as long as you’d like!”

He brought her to the innermost room on the third floor. It was forty to fifty square meters in size and had its own showers. It was the best of the lot and was clean at least. Autumn looked over the lodgings and nodded in satisfaction. She then closed and locked the door. Once alone, she removed her veil and revealed a beautiful face.

If there was one word to describe her, it was “ethereal.”

She was flawless. There wasn’t a single blemish on her. Autumn allowed her hair to tumble freely down her shoulders to reveal a pair of unique, pale, and white ears. They were longer, perhaps due to some sort of mutation, but they did not detract from her enchanting looks in the least. If anything, the peculiarity made her even more attractive.

Water spat from the showerhead, and she washed off the dust that had accumulated from the past few trying days.

Moments after putting her clothes back on, a knock came from the door. The voice of the hotel owner called to her, “Noble madam, I’ve taken the liberty of preparing our finest supper for you.”

Autumn pulled the door open without a second thought. On the other side was the owner standing behind a simple serving trolley. She offered a gentle thanks and pulled the cart inside. It was laden with primarily mutant animal meat. This wasn’t her home town, so she couldn’t expect much in the way of wild fruits or vegetables.

“Please enjoy.”

He bowed and scraped, never allowing his smile to falter as he took his leave.

Autumn preferred vegetarian meals. Although the hotel proprietor had prepared the meat with expert care, she only took a few bites before setting it aside. She spent dinner sipping a tepid beverage and brooding.

Things had been going smoothly so far. She’d only just gotten to the settlement and had already found the equipment she needed.

Perhaps the high-quality goods would give them a chance, a solution to her people’s troubles. But, perhaps not. Five hundred sets of armor and weapons did not seem nearly enough to deal with that monster.

Autumn was clear on the purpose of her expedition. The equipment she purchased was important, but her main aim was to return with the ancient treasure of her people, gone for so many years. The best means would be to recruit people who could help her. The people she’d brought to assist her had been scattered throughout the wastelands due to beast attacks and sandstorms. As a result, she reached the Sandbar alone. Could she complete her mission with no one to rely on but herself?

She wasn’t given much time to reflect. An intense dizziness came over her.

Her vision doubled. Everything started to swirl and warp. Before she even knew what was happening, she hit the ground with a thud. The food trolley was tipped over and sent its contents tumbling across the floor.

“Noble madam? Do you need some help?”

The hotel owner called out, but there was no answer. The door’s lock slowly began to turn.

He poked his head in with that honest smile still spread across his face. However, clutched in the hand behind his back was a gleaming knife. Autumn lay prone on the ground, unmoving after ingesting the drug. There was a note of surprise on the owner’s face. He was surprised it’d been so easy.

He placed the knife down and found the satchel of Ebonycrs. He lifted it up with a grunt. It was heavy. He pulled it open, and his eyes shimmered lustfully as the contents were revealed. Scores of them. He couldn’t believe it.

Excellent!

He could reach in and pull one out at random, and it would be worth more than his whole hotel. He wouldn’t need to run this shithouse anymore. With this bag, he could just run away and live out the rest of his days enjoying himself.

The owner selected one from the bag and raised it to his eyes. However, he’d only just begun to appreciate the beauty of his ill-gotten goods when a pair of blades punched through his back and jutted out from his chest. The steel was a glossy dark green, obviously coated in poison.

The hotel owner immediately went rigid, eyes as wide as saucers. The only thing that moved was his mouth, which opened and closed grotesquely like a fish out of water. Finally, the world went black.

“Go to hell.” A lean and rugged-looking man violently pulled his daggers out of the corpse and returned them to their sheaths. He shoved the body to one side with a grunt and waved over his shoulder. “All set!”

A sinister-looking man walked in, followed by another with a repulsively scarred face. The three men had trailed Autumn here from the emporium. Without even a glance spared for the slain hotel owner, the dangerous-looking one picked up the Ebonycrs cube that had been dropped. It felt moist and warm in the palm of his hand. It was soaked with the dead man’s blood and stained the thief’s fingers red.

“Rich! We’re fuckin’ rich!”

The thin, monkey-like one who killed the owner dropped his eyes to the prone woman. A dark and obscene light glimmered in his beady gaze. “That’s one tasty lookin’ bitch there. I haven’t tried one like her yet, but I’m about to correct that.”

He reached out his hand and pulled. Autumn’s clothing was ripped half off.

Her long, pale legs were revealed to their lusty eyes. The desire to pull her legs apart and explore what lay between raged inside them. The skinny one was almost mad with excitement and started to fumble with his pants.

The ugly one barked at him, “Hey, Gibbon! Are you fuckin’ stupid? A bunch of people saw her today. They’ll be lookin’ to score too. I know your little worm works quick, but every second we stick around is trouble. We aren’t gonna risk it because you wanna get your dick wet.”

The one called Gibbon flushed red. “Fuck your mother! You’ve got the fuckin’ worm. You work quick!”

“With all this money, you think you can’t get women?” The ugly one pulled out a knife. “Stop wasting time and kill her!”

The malicious one who’d been silent so far stopped him. “If she was walking around with so much money, she’s gotta have access to more. Keep her alive, and when we get to a safe place, we can question her. There might be more to gain if she stays breathing.”

“Good point. He’s right!” A grin stretched across Gibbon’s face. “The three of us can take her together. I’ll show you the real meaning of ‘wastelands manhood’!”

The scarred one didn’t waste any more time with nonsense. He pulled a sheet off the bed and wrapped Autumn up. Their leader took the sack of Ebonycrs and then put his foot through a window. “Hotel workers will be here soon. We’ve gotta go.”


8 / Oddball Attacks


The three men slipped out of the hotel through the window and onto the roof ledge below. From there, they continued moving overhead until they could drop down unseen onto a quiet street. They took furtive looks to the left and right before quickly racing off. They almost made it out of the settlement before their plans were unceremoniously halted.

The loud twang of bowstrings caught their ears. Arrows started screaming past.

“Careful! It’s an ambush!”

The sudden attack took Gibbon and the scarred thug by surprise. They were too slow, and both were almost immediately riddled with arrow shafts. One screamed in pain and fell to the floor. The other was pinned to a nearby wall. It happened in the blink of an eye.

Their leader was also caught off guard and was also struck by one of the arrows. The wound wasn’t fatal, but there was no getting away now.

It took only a few moments before he was surrounded by crossbow-wielding attackers.

A muscular gentleman approached with his thick arms crossed. “Give us the Ebonycrs and the girl, and we’ll let you live.”

The insidious man had not expected to be blinded by greed, but here he was. Gritting his teeth, he dragged the tightly wrapped body of Autumn over. He wasn’t going to let his riches go without a fight. “This bitch is mine. Who the fuck are you to keep all the profit for yourselves? Take one more step and I’ll kill her. I asked already, and she told me where there’s more Ebonycrs hidden. If she dies, you don’t get shit!”

“Look at this one, acting like he can make demands.” The burly man unfurled his arms and pulled open his shirt, revealing an intricate weave of tattoos across his chest. “Try it. If you’ve got the balls.”

The thief’s eyes went wide. “Highwaymen!”

The men answered his shock with hideous grins. The Highwaymen were the largest criminal enterprise in the borderlands. They had eyes and ears in every outpost, which was how they were able to pick off merchant caravans. This group was a cell that operated in the Sandbar, and one of them had been in the variety shop when Autumn came in. He saw the parcel she flashed and had immediately told the others.

Their leader growled dangerously, “You know us, what we can do, and my patience is running out. Kill her if you think you can.”

“Fine! I give up. Ruthless fucks!”

The man knew this wasn’t going to go his way. The Highwaymen were known for their tyranny and aggressiveness. If he really killed the woman, they weren’t just going to end his life. They were going to make him suffer. After thinking about it for a minute, he decided his life wasn’t worth it. So, he stepped back until he was a few meters away from the others and, when he thought he was safe, put the girl down.

“Kill him.”

“You – Ah!”

With his leg injured, the man couldn’t avoid all of the arrows that came at him. They punched a dozen holes through him as he screamed and met his violent end.

His demise was punctuated by a chuckle from the large man. “That’s what you get for trying to bargain with the Highwaymen.”

All of the noise had stirred Autumn from her drug-induced haze, but the anesthetic still made her weak. She could hardly move her arms, much less escape, but she struggled onto her back to see what was happening.

“Bring her!” The big man waved a hand. “Let’s move.”

“Who are you? I don’t know you!” Autumn saw the corpses and fear crept onto her face. “What are you going to do with me!?”

Two of the thugs walked over to her but not to chat. One brought his hand back to knock her out.

Just then, there was a flash of yellow that swept across both men’s throats. Their heads lurched back as pillars of blood spurt from newly-made holes in their necks. Autumn was quickly soaked in hot, red fluid. The men were dead before they knew it.

“What the fuck?!” the big man yelled.

The flash of yellow returned and landed on the ground. The men finally got a good look, and what they saw baffled them.

It was a bird that was about the size of a fist. Its neck was almost comically short. It had the head and body of an owl. Its whole body was covered in golden feathers, and a pair of big round eyes stared unblinking at the crew. They were bright and intelligent, and as the bird flapped its wings, blood splattered off its right side. 

A bird? What the fuck kind of animal was this?!

The creature slowly blinked its big eyes. At rest, the goofy-looking thing seemed completely harmless. Nothing about it hinted that the bird could move faster than a bullet with wings as sharp as a blade’s edge.

The look on the big man’s face said he sensed something wasn’t right. This thing didn’t seem like a mutant animal. But, he didn’t waste much time thinking about it. “Shoot it,” he ordered.

It was just a bird, right?

Members of the Highwaymen were formidable thugs. There was no lack of decent fighters in their ranks. The little golden bird would make good target practice, they thought, as they reset their crossbows.

Oddball watched with its big eyes as the arrows came. It squatted down, kicked off the ground with its scrawny legs, and took off like a bolt of lightning.

Its wings beat with unrivaled speed. But, to Oddball, everything seemed to be moving as slowly as a snail.

It reached the first arrow and kicked it with just enough force to change its trajectory. The arrow had been headed right for the girl’s back. Oddball slipped past the second arrow and used its duck-like bill to strike the third. That one threatened the girl as well.

An explosion of golden light erupted from Oddball, surging from each shimmering feather. The bird dashed past the remaining arrows to the thugs behind, sweeping by and sinking into their leader’s body. Half a blink later, the tiny bird burst out of his back.

Three lives were unceremoniously ended by the little critter. It’d slowed from the effort, but as it spun around, Oddball beat its wings frantically. Four plumes shot out like a handful of throwing daggers. Each one caught a distant thug right between the eyebrows as they struggled to reload their crossbows.

Autumn had managed to wriggle herself out of the bedsheet by then.

She looked around in speechless confusion. Half a dozen arrows were scattered around her in a circle. Then, from the corner of her eye, she caught a flash of yellow, and another hoodlum hit the ground like a sack of potatoes. It all happened far too fast for her to see clearly.

The bird moved even faster than a bullet! What kind of creature was this? Certainly no typical bird, that was for sure!

The several thugs left decided this wasn’t worth dying for. They threw down their weapons and high-tailed it towards the safety of back alleys.

Autumn had never seen a creature like this. She was just as terrified as the thugs and was preparing to flee herself when the bird appeared right in front of her. It gave her a gentle peck, which earned it a terrified yelp from the girl. She covered her face and scrambled back.

The strange bird kept knocking its beak against the back of her head until Autumn finally understood it was trying to get her to follow. She saw what the bird could do to soft human flesh, and with no alternative, she picked up the parcel of Ebonycrs and followed it.

Huh? The variety shop? Autumn found herself standing before the familiar doorway. It was closed, but just as she was considering whether to make a run for it, the hinges creaked. It swung open, apparently under its own power, and a lazy voice called out to her from inside, “Come on in!”

The little yellow bird entered without hesitation.

Autumn followed, though with far more caution. The store’s interior was dimly lit with electric bulbs, and the gramophone from before was still playing soft music. A young man around twenty years old sat in a large rattan chair that rocked back and forth. He looked perfectly at ease. The little bird went right to him and alighted on his left hand where it pecked at a pellet of food.

Did this strange creature belong to the store’s owner? Autumn wasn’t the brightest, but she was starting to catch on.

“You saved me,” she said, half in a trance.

“You’re not as stupid as you look.” Cloudhawk stopped rocking and looked over the girl’s face that was no longer covered by the veil. He’d seen any number of pretty women, but she was still striking. “You’ve got enough in that parcel to buy half of this town. You’re obviously an easy target, but you made no attempt to hide your wealth. I honestly don’t know how you even made it here alive.”

Autumn’s face burned with embarrassment. “I’m sorry for the trouble. I can compensate you.”

“And how exactly do you plan to ‘compensate’ me?”

“I…”

He interrupted her awkward silence with a laugh. “You’ve already delivered the stones right to me, so think carefully.”

Autumn was nervous and took a couple of frightened steps backward. But, a glance at the yellow bird told her she had nowhere to run. It just made her look guilty. The store owner looked like a young man, but if he raised a bird like that, there was definitely more to him than what was on the surface.

Her mind raced. She had an idea.

Screwing up her courage, Autumn pled her case. “If you…. If you could help me, there are many more crystals where these came from.”

Cloudhawk was ever more curious regarding this girl’s backstory. She was about as bright as a pile of rocks and was as weak as a child, but she definitely had money to back her up. She claimed to be capable of getting him much more Ebonycrs. Maybe her family came from a place where it was made.

Luckily for her, money was exactly what Cloudhawk needed. So, her offer intrigued him. “What do you need done?”

“I want to hire you to bring me somewhere. A-a place called Fishmonger’s Borough. My tribe’s ancestral treasure is there somewhere. Help me recover it, escort me back, give me the equipment I ordered, and take me back to my people. If you do that, you’ll have as much Ebonycrs as you want. You have my word!”

“Tribe?” Cloudhawk was curious. “Is your tribe out in the wastelands?”

No one from the Elysian lands called their group a “tribe.” None of them looked like her, anyway. The girl had to be from some isolated wastelands settlement somewhere, a place she’d probably never left before now. That would explain why she was waltzing around like an idiot. More importantly, it seemed like wherever she came from was also where Ebonycrs was made.

But, that was hardly information that was wise to share!

If his suspicions were true and word got out, things would turn from bad to worse for the naïve girl. It wasn’t just wastelanders. Elysians would be scrambling over one another for information about where she came from. She was the key to an incredibly valuable prize!


9 / Uses For Ebonycrs


Is Autumn really that naïve or had she been cursed with dull wits? I should test her.

Cloudhawk stretched and crossed his legs, feigning disinterest. “Words are cheap. Let’s do this. Tell me where your tribe is, and I’ll check it out. If it’s like you say, then I’ll think about helping you.”

Autumn clenched her fists and was about to speak, but she swallowed it back before the words could leave her lips. At the last moment, she remembered something an elder of her tribe constantly repeated and shook her head. “The elders have said that we must never share the location of our home with outsiders, no matter the circumstances. I will not tell you.”

“Well, it sure seems like you don’t understand the situation you’re in.” Cloudhawk’s dark eyes became sharp, and it seemed almost as though there was a fire smoldering deep inside. All at once, the whole store filled with a bloodthirsty atmosphere, and the young man’s voice went from lazy and amicable to something that seemed to have come from the depths of hell itself. She trembled at the sound of it. “I don’t it like when people screw around with me.”

He spoke slowly, calmly. To others, they would not hear anything out of the ordinary.

But, the words struck Autumn’s mind like a war hammer. A frigid sensation raced through her body, and her throat closed up like someone’s hand was wrapped around it. What she saw in the man’s eye was bestial. He was a creature that had crawled its way up from the corpse-strewn mountains and blood-filled seas of the underworld. She’d never experienced anything like it, and the terrifying man seemed to close in on her with every passing second.

She went rigid as an icy-cold feeling started to curl around her legs. Like a frigid serpent, it slithered up her legs from the ground, the creeping fingers of death itself. She knew that if she moved even an inch, those fingers would tear her apart.

Cloudhawk’s face split into a devilish smirk. “Think carefully.”

Her legs trembled of their own accord. Never in her life had Autumn encountered a man so terrifying. She knew intrinsically that he would crush her like a flower if she refused. Even the strongest warriors of her people wouldn’t be able to stand against this monster’s will. Fire roiled in her heart, eating away at reason.

Cloudhawk maintained a perfect, distant calm. “If you want my help, then you have to be straight with me.”

Her teeth audible ground together as Autumn fought back. “I can’t tell you!”

The Warden was surprised by her fortitude.

Autumn gasped as the fires in Cloudhawk’s eyes receded, and the pressure lifted. The terrifying sensations melted away, though it felt like she’d been caught in a nightmare for decades. Her clothes were drenched in sweat.

There was a demon living somewhere beneath this man’s handsome face!

“Sure.” Cloudhawk shrugged uncaringly. “But, if we can’t come to a mutual understanding, then I’m not interested in your mission. I’ll just take what’s mine and leave it at that.” Cloudhawk waved a hand, and flecks of sand gathered into a grasping tentacle. It reached forth, snatched the parcel of Ebonycrs from Autumn’s arms, and delivered it to his waiting hands. “Bring her to the bedroom so she can rest.”

“Let me go!” Autumn jumped as a pair of young women appeared on either side of her and took her arms. She glared at the brute who commanded them, her delicate features giving way to anger. “You… you’re nothing but a bandit!” She screamed at him.

“If I’m a bandit, then I’m a gentle and handsome one. Consider yourself blessed that you ran into a scoundrel like me. Neve, Jasmine, let her go. If she doesn’t want to stay here, then she may go. The door’s right there, and your feet know what to do. If you’re so intent on dying, far be it from me to stop you.”

Cloudhawk reached back and netted his fingers behind his head. He was perfectly at ease like her decision didn’t matter in the least. 

“I do have to say, though, that if I hadn’t very graciously intervened just now, you’d probably be in a dark room somewhere with big guys taking turns on you. To be honest, I’m taking a risk with you even standing here. If others knew this was where you were hiding, trouble would be coming my way. Right now, you’re a juicy slab of meat, missy, and everyone wants to take a bite.”

This very day, she’d run into a string of bad men with bad intentions. It underlined the reality that she’d made a mistake. This young man was also no good, but he’d at least spared her life. For the time being, he hadn’t tried to bully her into anything or showed any intent to harm her.

Obviously, trying to get her sack of Ebonycrs back was out of the question. Truthfully, she didn’t care much, but she couldn’t go back empty-handed. “You can have the Ebonycrs, but you agreed to give me five hundred sets of equipment. We agreed.”

Cloudhawk laughed like he’d heard the world’s funniest joke. “Miss Autumn Draper, you gave me a down payment, but I doubt you now have funds to settle accounts. This sack here is the fee for saving your life.”

“You’re going back on your promise!”

“Calm your head down, missy. Think about it; let’s say you’ve got ten coppers and you’re off to buy some bread. On the way, your money’s stolen, and the thieves use that money to buy the bread you were going to get. Now, should I give the bread to them or give it to you?” Cloudhawk snorted. This girl really had no idea how lucky she was to run into him. “This Ebonycrs doesn’t belong to you. I got it from a bunch of thieving brigands. Spoils of victory. I have the equipment you want, but if you want them, you’ll need to pay. Hand over the rest of the money, and you get what you want.”

“You’re full of nonsense, you-“

Autumn was so furious that words failed her. Her pale skin turned an angry red. She had never been good at arguing, much less in stressful situations like this, and he was far more verbally gifted than she was.

“The world out here is a fair place. When you make a mistake, you'll pay for it. Walking around by yourself while waving this sack of Ebonycrs about was just plain dumb.” Cloudhawk waved a hand dismissively. “When I saw there was a wrong that needed to be righted, I stepped in. When I saw you were in need, I helped. I didn’t have to, you know. I could’ve just taken the stones and then left you to those actual bandits. Good men like me are hard to find, especially in this dirty world. You should be grateful you’re still alive, but you shouldn’t continue to push your luck.”

Cloudhawk was being stubborn. Faced with such a shameless rogue, what choice did Autumn have?

She couldn’t fight him – she couldn’t even fight his little bird. She turned to storm out of the shop, but Cloudhawk’s words stopped her feet. There were bad men like him looking for her all over the city now. Would she even get five hundred meters out the door before the next group came? Chances were she’d be a captive before she got that far.

After thinking better of it, she stomped a heel in impotent fury and trudged upstairs to the second-floor bedroom.

So, she does have a brain.

“You’re welcome,” Cloudhawk said dryly as he watched the pair of long, pale legs disappear up the stairs. He caught the smell of her as she passed by, and a mischievous light twinkled in his eye. When she was gone, he quickly pulled open the parcel, picked out a cube, and held it up to the light. “Not bad, not bad at all. These are good quality. They’ll fetch a damn good price, at least enough to pay off most of our debt. A damn good score.”

In truth, all together, the parcel was only worth about twenty thousand gold coins. If he stuck to the price of fifty gold per armor set, this wasn’t enough to cover the whole cost. But, Autumn didn’t seem to know or understand. Did she not realize what they were really worth? However, getting more didn’t seem like a problem for her. That’s partially why Cloudhawk saved her.

He had to admit that her willpower was tougher than he would have figured. He’d tried to overwhelm her with his psychic energy, and any normal person would have collapsed under the pressure. Yet, she kept her secrets, which proved to Cloudhawk that threats weren’t going to win him anything. He’ll keep her close for the time being. Eventually, he’d get his answer.

Gabriel was seated a short distance away. He had a thread in hand and was working on a tapestry. None of this concerned him, but he couldn’t help but glance reprovingly at Cloudhawk. What a shameless hoodlum, speaking to her like that. What sort of uncouth thug would pick on a poor young girl?

Cloudhawk caught the look but simply shrugged as he tossed the cube into the air and then snatching it. “This isn’t Skycloud. She’s gonna get herself killed. Far as I’m concerned, I’m doing her a favor.” Cloudhawk paused for a moment. “Which reminds me. Hey Gabby? If any rats try to sneak in tonight, let Naberius deal with them. Let him blow off some steam, okay? We can’t have him rearing his head in broad daylight and causing me trouble.”

Gabriel was rather linear in character. Outside of embroidery and sculpting, his artful pursuits, there wasn’t much else that caught his interest. He wasn’t interested in money or women. Most of the time, he preferred to stay quiet and mind his own business. Of course, his amicable persona was gone whenever Naberius took over.

The two fractured minds had long ago come to an agreement.

If Gabriel wanted Naberius to behave, he was expected to find materials for the sculptor to work with, at least a couple every week. The only way to keep the beast sleeping most of the time was to let him have his fun every so often. Tonight was just such an opportunity. Gabriel nodded. He set down the embroidery and then, with a stuffy sigh, walked out of the emporium.

Cloudhawk turned the gramophone back up and set it to the loudest setting possible so that he wouldn’t be bothered by the ruckus.

The old record began to spin, and music filled the room. Cloudhawk shut his eyes and lost himself in the melodies, entirely content. He’d only been here a few days, but he was finding that he rather liked this sort of life. No one was looking over his shoulder. He was under no constraints, had total freedom and a few coins in his pocket. Honestly, he wasn’t sure what he was thinking, trying to get into the Elysian lands all those years ago.

But, it was no wonder. Such was the way of most men, no?

In fact, all of one’s wishes and expectations came down to where they were in life. Hopes changed as the years passed, but they were always a mystery when you had your face pressed up against them. They only made sense when you stepped back. People were always unable to get a grasp of the truth of life while living it. His wild desire to flee the wastelands was a perfect example. But, if the whole world was like the wastelands, where was he to hide then? Cloudhawk finally understood that the only real oasis existed in his heart. Although he was out in the bone-dry wastelands, he carried a green paradise with him wherever he went.

Oddball began to squawk at him.

Cloudhawk’s eyes popped open, and he looked down to see the tiny bird furiously flapping its wings. It was excitedly hopping around the Ebonycrs cubes. He’d raised the divine creature for three years, and in all that time, the little bird hadn’t changed much at all. It maybe grew a little, and its wings had fully developed. That’s how it’d dealt with the Highwaymen.

The range of their shared visual connection had grown by four to five times since the beginning. He figured the limit was about five hundred meters at this point. He could instantly communicate with the critter so long as they didn’t separate farther than that.  Oddball, of course, didn’t have much combat ability on its own. The bird relied on Cloudhawk’s psychic energy, and its master had learned in the last few years how to capitalize on Oddball’s abilities.

For example, Oddball could shoot through the air at the speed of sound now.

Beyond the sheer speed, Oddball was also capable of moving with perfect control. With its keen feathers, Oddball was able to rip through foes before they even knew what happened. The only way normal enemies could protect themselves was if they were covered in armor. Otherwise, they were left exposed to its slicing wings and bullet-like impact.

Then, there were the feathers.

Oddball’s skill at flinging feathers like throwing daggers was exceptional. They weren’t enough to deal with more formidable characters, but the critter’s harmless appearance caught many off guard. Oddball’s subsequent attacks often came as a surprise.

Cloudhawk was confident that there was still more for him and Oddball to discover. Divine creatures belonged to a unique class of relic. The stronger the master, the stronger his pet was. So long as Cloudhawk continued to improve, he could expect Oddball to become ever more impressive.

Oddball’s beady eyes were fixed intently on an Ebonycrs cube.

“Is this what you want?”

Cloudhawk curiously picked one up and offered it to the bird. It plucked it from his fingers. Bird and cube fluttered down to the ground, and Oddball proceeded to throw it down and peck at it with its beak. The Ebonycrs fractured into several jagged pieces. Tremendous energy was contained in those cubes, especially considering their size, and was kept very stable. They were also hard, but Oddball could knock its beak against something with the force of a bullet, so it was no surprise that they broke.

The creature gobbled up the pieces one by one.

Cloudhawk watched with some measure of surprise. He didn’t expect his little friend to scarf it down like that. Through their emotional connection, he could feel the bird’s satisfaction, even joy. Evidently, this was a delicacy, and likely far better for the little thing than the feed from Skycloud. This was bad news. If Oddball got a taste for these, how many would he need a year to keep his companion fed?

There were only about a hundred cubes in the parcel he took from Autumn, not enough to feed Oddball for very long. To confirm his fears, Oddball quickly finished his meal and then looked pointedly at Cloudhawk. He sensed it clearly: the feed he’d been giving it previously was bird food. Garbage!

Cloudhawk was distressed. This damn critter was a serious responsibility!

This was the difference between a normal relic and a divine beast. Relics didn’t change once they were forged, but divine beasts developed over time. A thing like Oddball had tremendous growth potential, and the Ebonycrs seemed like it would help. It seemed unavoidable. Cloudhawk had to get more of the stuff for his little friend.

This was going to be a problem. Cloudhawk had to come up with a solution.


10 / The Angel of Bone


Autumn tossed and turned, unable to sleep. Her long lily-white legs kicked at the sheets.

She couldn’t remember the last time she had trouble sleeping. Autumn sat up, brows knit. Her people were in danger, and all their hopes had been placed on her frail shoulders. How could she sleep now that she’d failed her vital mission?

The girl’s inexperience dealing with people had come back to bite her. The Ebonycrs was gone, stolen, but that wasn’t what made her angry. She wasn’t a resentful sort by nature, and her people had no shortage of the energy crystals. No, what made her furious was that bastard’s smug face.

What could she do? Her tribe was living under threat of destruction. She had to save them!

Knock-knock!

Someone was standing just outside the door. 

Was it him? Could he have suddenly found a conscience? Did he decide to help?

Clinging to that naïve hope, she slipped off the bed and padded to the door with her bare feet. But, the man on the other side wasn’t the shop owner. This was the other one – tall and lithe with blonde hair and blue eyes. He was the owner’s accomplice, though he had a much warmer expression than that hateful thug.

The faint smell of gore hung over him.

As the scent crawled up her nostrils, anxiety welled up inside her. She saw that he’d changed clothes. His golden hair was still wet from a shower. Whatever he’d done, a single wash hadn’t washed away the stench.

“Don’t worry, you’re safe here. I’ve already dealt with a group of them who were planning to make trouble. It’s probably best if you stay here, at least for tonight. By tomorrow, things will start to cool down.” He’d brought some food with him and offered it to her with a gentle smile. “Here, some snacks. Cloudhawk heard that you weren’t sleeping and thought you might be hungry. He asked me to prepare something for you.”

Autumn’s eyes sparkled. This golden-haired man was like a refreshing breeze next to that brute. He was polite, gentle, and thoughtful. She didn’t believe for a moment that the store owner cared about her well-being.

“Thank you.” He was the owner’s servant, but he couldn’t be much weaker. There was a flicker of hope in Autumn’s expression. “You’re a good man.”

He answered with a bashful smile. “I’m not, actually. And Cloudhawk isn’t as bad as he seems.”

“No, you’re definitely a hundred times the man he is. Can I… ask a favor?” Her eyes glistened with desperation. “Can you help take me away from this place? Escort me back home and you can have as much Ebonycrs as you want! I can’t be stranded here. My people are dying. I’m begging you!”

The last word caught in her throat and broke as emotion overcame her. She searched his eyes pleadingly, her own heavy with sadness.

Even the coldest heart would be moved by her appeal. She tugged at Gabriel’s sense of compassion. He hadn’t agreed with how harshly Cloudhawk had treated her. It was nothing short of robbery and then refusing to help her only made it worse. What sort of man did that!?

“I want to help you, but Cloudhawk won’t agree. I can’t.” He bowed slightly. “I’m very sorry. I hope you get some sleep.”

He sighed and left her alone.

It was true. He did wish to help. If it were something small, he’d be happy to perform a service for the pretty girl. But even an idiot could tell whatever burden she was carrying wasn’t light. That was probably why Cloudhawk refused her in the first place. Besides, they had their own mission here in the Sandbar.

Autumn wasn’t yet ready to give up.

Fine! If they aren’t willing to help, then I’ll flee and make do!

It didn’t matter what dangers were stacked against her. She had to find Fishmonger’s Borough. She had to get the treasure her people had lost!

Images of accusatory faces glared at her through her memory: Children and elderly consumed by fire. Her eyes reddened. She remembered that ferocious beast and its devilish powers. Just the memory made her shiver and made her restless. If what the golden-haired man said was true, that the danger had passed, then she couldn’t hesitate any longer. Under the cover of darkness, she quietly pulled open the door and tiptoed towards the exit.

Run! I have to run! She was determined to escape.

She had only shuffled a few steps forward before colliding with something damp. She stumbled, falling onto her backside with an oof! Something wet covered her face, and a cloying scent filled her nostrils. She looked up at the figure looming above.

“I’m sorry!” She was startled and offered the apology instinctively, but no sooner did the words leave her lips than she sensed something was wrong. Her eyes slowly widened until they were large panicked orbs. Terror bubbled up from inside and escaped as a piercing scream.

This wasn’t a person! It was a monster, tied to a stake without a single stitch of flesh on it!

The unfortunate soul had been flayed to the bone, but no major arteries had been severed. Dripping red vessels twined around the exposed bones of the victim’s face, arms, and torso. Yet, most terrifying was that whatever man this used to be was still alive! Its jaw opened and shut, but the only sound that could be heard was the clatter of its teeth.

Clack! Clack! Clack!

Gabriel’s assurances rushed back into her mind. Tomorrow, things would start to cool down. She remembered the smell…

Hot tears burned trails down her face as she shrieked, “Demons! You’re all demons!”
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The next day, Sandbar Station was in turmoil.

Naberius’s masterwork creation was on display for the world to see: the Angel of Bone. Nothing so appalling had ever been seen in the borderlands before.

Word quickly spread that something had happened near the new emporium. Frantic crowds went to see for themselves and found five perfectly flayed “angels” staked around the store’s entrance. The scene was macabre, bloodcurdling. Onlookers weren’t sure whether to scream or to vomit.

Out here, corpses were a daily sight. Murder was also common – who hadn’t taken a life or two?

But, this… brutality. Such a malicious and frightening display was unheard of. Whoever they were, these skeletons still lived. Exposed lungs filled with air, and they even seemed to know what was happening. The last few hours of their lives were lived in simply indescribable, excruciating pain before death finally claimed them. What sort of monster would do such a thing?

Eventually, the whole story came out. This repulsive masterwork was the creation of someone from the emporium.

Gabriel – bashful and polite, handsome to look upon – became famous after that day. He became known as the sculptor, but the name that resounded furthest through the wastelands was the Angel of Bone. Citizens of the Sandbar came to realize that the emporium's enigmatic owner was not the only strange thing about the place. Even his assistant was a man of terrifying power!
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That day, in the bar.

The Angel of Bone was the phrase on everyone’s lips. News of Autumn’s part in it also got around. Covetous words were passed about the treasures she hid, but no one wished to be next to meet the sculptor’s knife. All they could do was shake their heads and sigh.

Adder was manning the bar at the time, his motions smooth and practiced. For five years, he’d lived in this town under the guise of a simple bar owner. He kept a low profile, but everyone knew the man was much more than he appeared.

So long as you could afford it, there was no shred of information Adder couldn’t deliver. Selling to him was lucrative if the information was true and current. He always paid a good price and was fair to anyone who came to him with business. His bar was the premier entertainment location in the Sandbar and was the first place to go if you were looking for answers.

Adder’s bar was notorious even among Elysians passing through on missions. They came by to surreptitiously trade information. Mystery shrouded Adder better than his trademark dark cloak, but no one could do anything about the man. That fact alone was enough to prove his abilities.

A man appeared from a dim corner of the bar, wrapped in black cloth and carrying a large sword on his back. Where he’d come from was a mystery. There were only walls in that dark corner. Had he been born from the shadows? Perhaps he walked through them, for he was as silent as a ghost.

Adder’s hands never stopped moving. He cleaned glasses and filled them for patrons, stony-faced and calm of voice. “So, was Cloudhawk sent by that old mule, Arcturus?”

The man slowly fell to one knee. “There aren’t many who have information about him in Skycloud, but he has plucked a few strings on our web. He first appeared in Skycloud City several years ago. There was some conflict between him and the governor, but he came under the Grand General’s protection. After a short period, he disappeared, and for three years, no one knew where he went or what he did.”

“Skye Polaris. What is that old has-been up to?” A cold light flashed through Adder’s eyes. “It doesn’t matter. The senile roughneck is nothing to concern ourselves with. Just so long as Arcturus doesn’t get involved.”

“I’ve managed to learn a little about the mysterious girl he met. She’s no wastelander, nor does she come from the Elysian lands. That would mean…”

Adder’s intelligence covered all manner of things all across the borderlands. He even knew much of what happened in Skycloud. However, he had nothing on this girl including where she’d come from. But, an inkling whispered into the back of his mind. That couldn’t be it, could it?

“I suspect you’re right, Revenant. That’s likely where she came from.” Adder nodded sagely. “The place is more like a legend. No one knows where it is. Now, it seems we have a lead.”

“Should I put out feelers personally?” Revenant asked. “I’m confident I could get her.”

“Cloudhawk is stronger than he seems. His senses are unnaturally keen. We also have to consider whoever is pulling his strings. Until we know more, we should tread carefully.” Adder stared into his own mug and the liquor sloshing inside. He tossed it back and drank the mug dry. “The ones who died today were Highwaymen. Make sure word gets out. See if they’re interested in paying Cloudhawk back for his attention. We’re not ready to get involved, but maybe we can stir the pot a little.”

“Your servant understands.”

Revenant rose to his feet and stepped back. He vanished into the shadows like he was never there.

Adder placed his mug on the bar top. “Angel of Bone, eh? Interesting.”

He wasn’t yet sure why Cloudhawk was here, but the wastelander was a man Adder could appreciate. They might even have been friends under different circumstances.


11 / Fishmonger's Borough


Sandbar Station was rocked with news of the grotesque “Angel of Bone.” In a single night, Gabriel went from being a nobody to a terrifying figure, and no one dared cause any more trouble for the emporium. However, this turned out to be troublesome for Cloudhawk.

There was nothing worth sympathizing about how those men died. They deserved that and worse. But, why did he have to suffer for it? Clattering skeletons posted in front of your door didn’t exactly do wonders for one’s business. Most were too frightened to walk in. Had he known this was going to happen, Cloudhawk would’ve rather handled the situation himself.

The Warden wasn’t the only one irritated by this.

A gloom had come over the Sandbar’s magistrate as well. Hammont’s job was to keep vigil over the station and report what happened. Murder wasn’t expressly against the law here, but the emporium itself was. Its existence undermined the power of Elysian authority which had taken over the settlement. Now, there were ghastly living skeletons and parts of what had to be a dozen corpses spread around the damn place. Apparently, Gabriel only had time to fully complete five works. The remaining “materials” were disposed of and discarded haphazardly in the streets. His methods for culling them were almost as brutal as what happened to the ones he kept alive.

What could he do? Turn a blind eye? Yet, arresting Gabriel was also out of the question.

Gabriel hadn’t broken any laws. What’s more, going after him wasn’t going to put him in Cloudhawk’s good graces. The Angel of Bone had come to the Sandbar with Cloudhawk, and judging by what he’d done, he was just as capable a demon hunter as his employer. Hammont certainly wasn’t going to face a pair of demon hunters with nothing but a troop of borderland soldiers. Yet, if they pretended like nothing happened, what would the rest of the town think? He had to consider the reputation of the inspection officers.

This thing could go either way. Hammont mulled over how to sweep it under the rug.

At the same time, he had experienced a breakthrough in his own investigations. When he pored over the report handed to him by a subordinate, the lumpy skin of his flesh quivered. “By the gods… someone get in here!”

“Your orders, sir?”

“Assemble a hundred guards and order them to surround the emporium. Put them under house arrest on the grounds of investigating this Angel of Bone matter.”

His assistants shared a nervous glance. Just days before, under penalty of death, the magistrate told them never to trouble the shop or its owner. Now, all of a sudden, they were supposed to surround the place? Furthermore, none of the soldiers even knew what Cloudhawk was like. All they knew was that no one seemed very pleased with the arrogant newcomer. Their boss’s total change of heart was perplexing.

Before long, a hundred Elysian guards were surrounding Cloudhawk’s variety store. All citizens were cleared from the area.

Hammont ordered most of the soldiers to wait outside while he and a handful of trusted officers crossed the threshold. Once they were out of the public eye and Hammont once more faced Cloudhawk, the ingratiating smile returned to his face. “Your humble servant is sorry to offend. I beg you to understand. I come here with information about the Sanctum of Judgment.”

All the fuss and commotion he caused was to create a cover for the benefit of the people. It was nothing but an excuse for him to meet Cloudhawk without arousing suspicion. In this way, he didn’t lose any face and could deliver the information without fear of exposure. It killed two birds with one stone.

Cloudhawk was taken aback. “So fast? I knew I could rely on you.”

“Sure enough, through our investigations, we found that the Sanctum of Judgment doesn’t have many members. They have missionaries everyone but don’t accept many true believers. We suspect they have about two hundred members in total.”

A frown tugged at the Warden. Anyone could have found that out. What did he need this lard-ass for?

But, what he said next proved his worth. “I recently learned that the Sanctum of Judgment is preparing some sort of ceremony in a place called Fishmonger’s Borough. I’m not sure whether the Crimson One himself will be there. If you’d like, we can send someone to see what they’re up to.”

The lines on Cloudhawk’s face deepened. “Fishmonger’s Borough? Tell me about the place.”

He remembered Autumn had said some name like that when she was begging him for help. Was it the same place? What a staggering coincidence!

“We aren’t sure of this outpost’s precise location. Your humble servant only knows it’s somewhere in the northern barrens.”

The northern barrens weren’t a place. Like Skycloud, it was the name of the wastelands’ northern sector.

As the name implied, what they called the northern barrens were the wastelands north of Skycloud domain. Cloudhawk’s former haunts were the southern barrens. While both were considered the wastelands, word was that there were several more outposts in the north than in the south. Reputedly, several of them were even the size of cities – several times bigger than Sandbar Station.

With a name like “Borough”, this Fishmonger’s place must be one of the larger ones. Although there were more and larger city-sized settlements in the north, it was still a barbaric place. Tribes and warlords carved out their own territories and killed one another over them. People were raised like livestock, and there were stories of cannibals who feasted on the bodies of their fellows. They were just a bunch of monsters draped in human skin.

There were just as many mutated beasts up there as there were in the south. But, no beast could match the savagery of a man’s heart. The general consensus was that things were far more dangerous up there.

Cloudhawk was dissatisfied as it seemed the fatty had only done half the work. “What the fuck do you mean you don’t know where it is? And you still have the gall to come swaggering in here? Do you think this is all a fuckin’ game!?”

“Please allow your humble servant to make amends. This isn’t because of incompetence. The people of the north are cunning and active. To avoid Elysian soldiers, they are often forced to move about. The place called Fishmonger’s Borough has likely been moved a dozen times just in the past year. There’s no way of knowing its exact location today.” Hammont stopped there. Making any more excuses would be counterproductive. He went on determinedly, “You don’t need to worry, sir. I swear to spare no effort in finding out everything I can. I can even demand answers from the Skycloud intelligence service. Give me a few days and I’ll have your answers.”

Cloudhawk thought for a moment before responding. “Never mind, it’ll attract too much attention if you start asking questions about something so far outside of your jurisdiction. I’ll figure out where this Fishmonger’s Borough is myself. You leave it alone. Follow any other leads you find and remember to keep quiet about the whole thing.”

“Of course, sir!”

Hammont’s body might have been thick, but his mind wasn’t. He knew better than to ask too many questions. His superior was a talented demon hunter with the Polaris family at his back. Locating a settlement should be easy. 

Sandbar Station’s magistrate hung around the store for a little longer to sell their ruse. He ordered the guards to clean up the bodies and then to put up a notice to announce their findings. After a little while, Magistrate Seacrest and his lackeys dispersed.

Gabriel was seated nearby, idly working his needlepoint and paying little attention to the matter. He continued to work on his piece as he muttered, “Are you going or am I?”

“You’re tough, but you don’t know the wastelands like I do. We also don’t know the whole story. Stay here and work on your embroidery. You don’t have the survival experience I do. Let me see what sort of freak this Crimson One is. Maybe old man Polaris was right to suspect him.”

“So be it.”

Gabriel didn’t offer up any argument. He didn’t have much interest in the matter from the start. Who knew what sort of dark powers this Archbishop of the Sanctum commanded? Gabriel was good at setting traps. Straight fights and skulking around were Cloudhawk’s specialties. Several Gabriels combined couldn’t do what he did.

Cloudhawk walked upstairs. He pushed open a door to reveal a room, empty but for the young woman curled in a corner. Her frail arms were wrapped around her legs, hugging them tightly as she whimpered and shivered. When she heard the door open, her whole body went rigid and red eyes snapped towards him. They were wide with fear and surprise.

Cloudhawk stayed by the open doorway. “Miss Autumn, don’t even think about it. Someone like you has no chance of survival in the wastelands. Let me make it clear. What you saw here was nothing compared to normal life out here. The evil that exists in the wastelands is far worse than anything you could imagine.”

Autumn wiped the fluid from her eyes and nose. “You are all bad men. You’re evil. I want to go home. I just want to go home…”

This pure and innocent girl had suffered a blow that struck her to the core. She tucked her head into her legs and began to weep. She had been told by her elders that the outside world was a cruel place, but she now found it was more than she could bear.

Cloudhawk spoke over her cries, “Where do you live? I’ll take you back.”

Autumn grabbed the first thing her hand could reach and flung it at him. “You’re a beast! You can’t fool me so give up! I’ll never tell you.”

Cloudhawk easily snatched the plate she’d thrown from the air and then strode into the room with long steps. Fear welled up in the girl as he neared her, and she pressed herself to the wall, trying to disappear into the wood. There was nowhere to hide, and when the terrifying pressure settled on her, she found it hard to move.

“You smell nice.” [1]

As Cloudhawk stepped close to her, Autumn’s natural scent filled his nose. She was as fragrant as a flower, a smell that was entirely different from anyone he’d encountered before. The slight point to her ears was already proof of mutation, so it had to run deeper than just cosmetics. Had her people evolved a natural scent? Autumn looked back at him, her face ashen with fright.

“You don’t need to be scared. I’m not as bad as you think.” Cloudhawk dropped the plate on a nearby table. “I’ve thought about it, and I’m willing to help with your task. We’re going to Fishmonger’s Borough.”

Autumn had lost all hope, so his words felt like a gust of cool air in the pits of hell. She wasn’t even sure she’d heard correctly.

“I imagine you know how to get there.”

Autumn was silent for a long time. She’d given up only for a spark of hope to be rekindled. Innocence certainly had its advantages, though it meant that she didn’t suspect Cloudhawk might have ulterior motives. As for the location of Fishmonger’s Borough, of course she knew. Her plan had been to avoid the Sandbar, but she was forced into the outpost when she lost her people. Her goal had always been the northern barrens.

“What is it? Have you lost the courage already?”

“You’re the one with no courage! Who says I’m scared!?”

Autumn didn’t know the man’s motives, but now that he’d agreed to see her to her destination, how could she refuse?

1. I think this may be a play on words. On the one hand, as the following paragraph shows, he is referring to her actual smell. However, I believe the term he uses here – 真香– is also used colloquially as a phrase to describe doing something you were determined not to do but were forced to.


12 / Meeting the Highwaymen Again


A solitary wisp of smoke rose up from the desert, a stream reaching up to meet the setting sun.

The crimson light of the dying sun kissed the distant horizon, melting into a hazy red line. The boundless expanse of desert was pregnant with a sense of desolation. Dusk in the wastelands was as majestic as it was wild, and the solemn whistle of the wind was one’s only companion. It was the perfect representation of life and death in this desolate, post-war world.

The sound of an engine broke the lonely silence.

A vehicle was flung from the top of a dune, kicking up a lengthy plume in its wake. The sound of a woman’s terrified screams followed. It struck the ground with a thud. The machine’s four massive wheels churned the sand like gnashing teeth and, paired with the guttural roar of the engine, was like some ancient metallic beast. In a blink, it shot forward ten meters.

The vehicle leaped from dune to dune like a rampaging beast. It bounced and pitched over the bumpy wasteland terrain until, with a pathetic whine, it came to a halt on the upslope of the next rise.

The dune buggy’s door was flung open. A pair of lily-white legs poked out searchingly.

A beautiful girl, her hair a tousled mess atop her head, flopped out. Her face was as pale as a sheet, and her legs trembled. Unable to stomach the rumbling in her guts, she keeled over and violently emptied their contents onto the sand. When she recovered, her face was a mask of bitter anger.

The buggy only had two seats. The driver was a short-haired young man with a pair of goggles fit snuggly over his face to protect against the sun and sand. A thick cigar of wild tobacco hung from the corner of his mouth. His looks and actions could be described as ostentatious, but his features were that of a delicate youth.

“You bastard! You did that on purpose!” Autumn managed to rise on shaky legs and threw a handful of sand at the driver. “I’ll kill you, you thug!”

The handful of grit looked as though it would strike the man unawares, but strangely, it all stopped in midair as though caught in jelly. Autumn stared in surprise. As she gaped, the sand was flung back her way and splattered against her face and clothes. Some managed to find its way into her mouth and nose. Her hair became a sandy mess. Already unstable, the shock of it sent her reeling backwards, and she plopped down into the sand. She had never been more confused or more furious in all her life.

The young man stood on the buggy’s frame and lifted his goggles up so that they sat on his head. The setting sun cast his face in stark light and dramatic shadow. A strange expression crossed his eyes as he looked out over the wastes. He felt the hot, dry air whip by as it danced along the rugged terrain. He felt like he was in a dream. It’d been years since he’d looked out over a scene like this. It was like a memory from another life.

He was different. His mood, his thinking. The setting sun and the desolation it enveloped looked beautiful to him now.

“I blame you. You! It’s all your fault!” Autumn angrily picked herself up from the sandy pit. “Why must we use this damn contraption? Why didn’t you listen to me and just buy a camel?!”

Cloudhawk plucked the cigar from his mouth. He looked at her like she was an idiot. “Those things are slow as shit and not any nearly as satisfying to drive. This is how we get around out here.”

“And did you not know that cars need gas? Gas which we don’t have? It’s still a long way. What are we supposed to do now!”

“Honestly, even when I was young and dumb, I still had more sense than you. At least I was smart enough not to throw sand at my betters and constantly get in their faces.” Cloudhawk stepped down from the buggy. He flicked the final inch of his cigar into the sand and extinguished it with a boot. Autumn couldn’t believe that the repugnant man was as well-behaved as he claimed to have once been. “Let’s make a bet,” he said.

“A bet?”

“I bet that I can keep this thing running.”

Autumn gave the vehicle a careful look. The dune buggy was small, just large enough for two people, and had nowhere to hide an extra can of gas. Fuel was rare. Where was he supposed to find more?

“A hundred Ebonycrs. If I win, that’s my prize. If I lose, then I’ll chop that off what you already owe me.”

Autumn knew this scoundrel had some trick up his sleeve. However, she was curious to see how he’d do it. She happily answered, “Fine! A hundred Ebonycrs? It’s a deal.”

“Deep pockets!” Cloudhawk gave her an approving thumbs up.

He placed his hand against his chest for a moment, and Autumn watched curiously to see what he’d do. After a few moments, a light shone out between his fingers. It glimmered from his palm, and as he stretched out his arm, the light began to ripple like the surface of a pond. Cloudhawk reached in. When he pulled back, a heavy can of gas appeared from the rippling space, clutched in his hand.

He opened it up and started refilling the buggy’s tank. “One hundred Ebonycrs. Don’t forget.”

“Ho-…. How did you do that?” She couldn’t believe her eyes. “You can just pull things out of thin air?”

“I’m awesome, right? Believe me, lady, you ain’t seen nothin’ yet.”

Beasts didn’t need gas. That was true. But they did get thirsty, hungry, and tired. Those were limitations that didn’t apply to a machine. So long as he had gas, they were set. Cloudhawk made sure to pack enough for their trip to Fishmonger’s Borough.

Autumn was taken aback by his strange methods. She’d heard of people with strange abilities like these, the ones they called demon hunters. Was this despicable man one of them? Her elders always said she should keep far away from demon hunters, for they could never live together in peace.

Who was this mysterious man?

Cloudhawk refilled the buggy with enough gas to keep it running for another four to five hours. He was about to put the can away when he felt a slight tremor through the sand beneath his feet. A scowl tainted his face.

“What is it?” Autumn couldn’t help but ask when she saw his expression.

Cloudhawk put the canister on the ground. “Something’s coming.”

Autumn looked out over the horizon towards an encroaching sandstorm. There she saw a host of blood-red banners with the image of an ox skull emblazoned on them. Ferocious and scary, it made her shudder. Beneath them were nearly a hundred large men astride all manners of beasts. They were covered in thick armor protecting their most vital areas, leaving only muscled arms exposed. Odd tattoos were inked along every inch of skin to represent their love of violence. All of them bristled with weapons.

It was a group Cloudhawk seemed to have encountered before. After a moment, the memories of his time first crossing into the borderlands returned. These were the Highwaymen, the largest bandit clan in the area. Three years and they were still going strong, which proved their tenacity. They weren’t as thick as their name implied.

“Hand over the girl, and we’ll let you die quick!”

The threatening order rang out from the distance.

Cloudhawk frowned at the descending horde, puzzled. “So, they are here for you. How did they know where we were?”

Autumn had never seen a larger group of terrifying men. Timid by nature, she was almost sent into a panic just by the scene. “What should we do?”

Cloudhawk shoved her into the buggy and pulled out a crossbow that’d been stored by their feet. The mob was getting closer by the moment, so he stomped on the accelerator. Their buggy leaped into motion. It went from inert to moving at a break-neck speed in no time.

The mob tried to surround them.

Cloudhawk was headed right for them, aiming to drive right through the mob. As the distance between them shrank, Autumn’s terror grew. She was drenched in cold sweat, but her screams had stopped. There was no shortage of bull-like men on the other side. A direct collision seemed destined to result in the two of them being torn to pieces.

Cloudhawk didn’t slow down. He sped up.

Just before they were about to run headlong into the horde…

The head of the gang shouted over the din, “The boss said we need her alive! Outta the way. Don’t let ‘em kill themselves!”

The bandits flung themselves to either side. Cloudhawk slipped through as cleanly as a hot knife through butter. As the snarling men brushed past, the Warden lifted his crossbow and fired into the crowd.

A dozen rugged men hit the equally rugged ground.

As Cloudhawk tore through them – driving the buggy with one hand and firing the crossbow with the other – he did both things with perfect precision. However, the bandits were violent and unafraid of death, so his brazen attacks only served to make them angry. They began to fight back. Arrows and throwing axes clanged as they peppered the buggy.

With a frown, Cloudhawk shoved the crossbow down by his feet and pinned the gas pedal to the floor. He pulled himself up, leaped into the air, and drew his sword all in one fluid motion. Wind whipped past him as they tore across the wastes at easily two hundred kilometers an hour. With his sword, the Warden knocked axes and arrows aside and crashed into one of the bandits.

The thug didn’t even know what hit him. His head was nearly cut off cleanly as Cloudhawk’s sword swept by.

Autumn’s eyes went wide as she watched Cloudhawk jump from the moving vehicle. She was by herself now as the buggy careened towards the horizon, picking up speed. She almost burst into tears. “Aaaahh! What do I do? I can’t drive!”

Cloudhawk paid her no mind. Straddling the ox-like mount won from the bandit he killed, he dug his heels into its flanks.

The force broke several of the creature’s ribs, and it immediately fell to the ground. Its sturdy legs kicked and tread air as it screamed in pain. Cloudhawk leaped to the next one. He kept pace with the buggy as he dashed from one enemy to another, bounding onto their mounts and moving on just as quickly, as agile as a bird. He stomped on several of the members so hard that bones shattered. Meanwhile, Cloudhawk never lost momentum. Those who passed – if they weren’t dead the instant his feet touched them – hit the ground and were left behind.

All the while, Cloudhawk’s sword was moving too quickly for the human eye to follow. Those unfortunate enough to meet his sword were cleaved apart as easily as one would dice carrots.

The Warden realized it was unrealistic to believe he could kill nearly a hundred bandits on his own. Instead, he fixed his attention on their leader. He leaped into the air, soaring over the others like a bird of prey, and knocked the bandit leader from his mount. The impact of his head meeting the stony ground knocked him dizzy, but he still managed to climb back onto his feet. By then, the inky-black blade had already reached his neck.

“Don’t move an inch.” Cloudhawk grabbed his captive, pressing the keen steel to exposed skin, and dragged him up onto his mount. He then jumped off the creature, pressing it at least a meter into the ground as he and the bandit leader landed back onto the speeding buggy. Cloudhawk held the man fast by his clothes and delivered a teeth-jarring punch with his free hand. “Listen up! Tell these assholes to back off, or I’ll cut off your fuckin’ nuts and shove ‘em in your mouth! I’ll make you eat ‘em in front of me.”


13 / Killing A Way Out


Autumn couldn’t believe her eyes. How could a soldier with these sorts of abilities exist? From shooting moving targets with perfect accuracy to leaping from one raging ox to another, it all happened in seconds. In the time it would take to spit a curse, twenty bandits lay dead or broken.

“Brilliant” didn’t begin to describe what he did.

Not only were Cloudhawk’s attacks ruthlessly efficient, but they were also clean. It was like war was bred into his bones. He moved like it was instinct, killed like it was natural. 

In Autumn’s tribe, their strongest warrior had been her late father. However, at his strongest, her father didn’t even come close to this young man. He was only a few years older than her. How had he even learned all of this? It was nothing short of incredible. What’s more, he had the powers of a demon hunter like her mother and was capable of extraordinary feats. 

Incredible! Absolutely amazing!

Autumn felt a jolt run through her body. She knew he was no pushover, but the strength Cloudhawk put on display just now far outstripped her wildest expectations. If she could convince him to come back to her tribe, maybe he could save them.

Cloudhawk dragged the bandit leader into the cramped buggy and gave him a few sharp punches for good measure. The beating left the man bloody, but bandits were a tough breed. In fact, the rugged man wasn’t cowed yet and tried to fight back. He wrenched an arm back and pulled a hunting knife from his belt. He tried to bury it in Cloudhawk’s abdomen.

The Warden’s reaction was to hack at each of the man’s shoulders. Both of the bandit’s arms were dislocated.

In the same moment, a hail of arrows and throwing axes came their way. Cloudhawk didn’t have the time to block them all, and one ax caught the buggy’s door. It shattered the metal and caused debris to fire out every which way. Another ax lodged into one of the buggy’s tires and got lost in the rubber while an arrow pierced the gas tank. Precious fuel gushed from the hole like an open wound.

One of the arrows was aimed right for the back of Autumn’s head. Cloudhawk wrapped an arm around her slender waist and pulled.

She felt a burning sensation and something rubbed against her cheek. Before she knew what was happening, Autumn’s face was buried in Cloudhawk’s chest. She could hear his heart thudding in his chest. Pressed so closely and draped over her, she felt safe.

“You’re dead meat!” The bandit leader’s face was a mess of dirt and blood. He glared at Cloudhawk in pain and savage defiance, and though his arms were useless, he yelled arrogant taunts. “Blackfiend wants this one, and no one stands between Blackfiend and his prey. You’re gonna die and be left out here to rot!”

The man was mad and completely unafraid of what Cloudhawk would do.

He was a burly man, all knotted muscle and bulging veins. One of his eyes was hidden behind a red eye patch, and a nest of unkempt red hair sat like a flame atop his head. With an insane expression twisting his face, the Highwaymen would not easily be forgotten.

But, it wasn’t his expression that affected Cloudhawk. It was the eye patch – something about it called up an old memory. Three years ago! In the borderlands. Was this the same man that tried to rob the Bloomnettle Company? He was still alive out here, terrorizing the borderlands all these years later.

Wait! That wasn’t right…

The Highwaymen were a savage gang, but they weren’t ignorant. The first time they met, the bandits had backed off when they discovered Cloudhawk had the powers of a demon hunter. Three years were long enough to change a man but weren’t long enough to change someone so dramatically.

“I’ll say it again,” Cloudhawk hollered over the roar of the engine. “Tell them to stand down!”

A sinister fire burned behind Cloudhawk’s eyes. The bandit felt a tremendous pressure settle on his mind, shattering his will. A fear the likes of which he’d never known consumed him. The one-eyed bandit leader’s face twisted hideously. This was an assault on the victim’s psyche. It was difficult to resist, especially for those much weaker than Cloudhawk. Even after losing the use of his arms, the Highwayman would not capitulate, so the Warden had to try another way.

Veins bulged in the man’s head and eyes. His armored vest almost seemed to stretch as he struggled with every fiber of his being. The bandit was no match, but he still struggled until blood poured from his every orifice. He slumped over, unconscious, beside Autumn.

Cloudhawk cursed and took his place back in the driver’s seat. His foot stomped hard on the accelerator despite the damage to the buggy’s tank and tires. “Hold on to him! We have to get free!”

The other Highwaymen were not fazed in the least by their leader’s condition. Throwing axes tumbled towards them like a meteor shower.

The bandits were formidable. Axes thrown from their bulging arms could easily split a man’s head in two. Cloudhawk relied on Oddball to watch for the incoming attacks, and as the men got closer, he had no choice but to have his friend join the fray. A streak of golden light darted out, first knocking an ax aside and then fiercely beating its wings. Dagger-like pinions were cast out towards their targets.

Four bandits were thrown from their mounts.

As Cloudhawk poured his psychic energy into their connection, Oddball was filled with power. The tiny bird darted faster than the eye could follow, whipping around the buggy as it charged forward. However, Cloudhawk and Oddball couldn’t be everywhere at once. The axes and arrows kept coming and cut apart the buggy piece by piece.

The ground began to rumble.

Oddball’s keen eyes spotted another group coming from the distance. This second horde was even larger than the first and was bearing down at them with breakneck speed. If the first band of thugs had been irksome, they were now in deep shit with the addition of the second.

“Here!”

Cloudhawk called Oddball back and then shot out his hand. A torrent of golden sand erupted from his palm like a geyser. It spread out over the sand below and seemed to infuse it with life. As the bandits charged after them, the sand churned like an angry sea. The beasts they rode were caught off guard and bucked off their riders as they panicked.

“Rise!”

Cloudhawk lifted his arm. His voice was not loud but still fell like a thunderbolt.

Countless granules of sand shot into the air dozens of meters. They blotted out the sun and hindered vision, spreading out from the buggy in all directions and following it forward. Cloudhawk’s sandstorm swelled from ten meters to twenty, from twenty to forty. Eventually, fifty meters were covered in choking dust, too thick for the Highwaymen’s reinforcements to see where they were going.

Their world was plunged into suffocating darkness. Sand blinded them. It was impossible to see where their targets were hiding.

It was enough for Cloudhawk to shake them. He slipped past the confused hordes, hurdling dozens of kilometers into the distance as pieces of their beleaguered buggy rattled free and fell away. Since one well-placed ax had punctured a tire, the ride was anything but smooth. With their tank punctured, they also couldn’t get very far.

“They can’t keep up for the moment.” They had no choice but to abandon the car. Cloudhawk wiped the sweat from his brow. “The Highwaymen are all over the borderlands. Now that they know which direction we’re headed, you can bet your ass they’ll keep hounding us. We need to find somewhere to lay low for a little while.”

Autumn was still suffering from the shock of what she’d witnessed. She pointed at the man lying in the sand. “What about him?”

The captured bandit leader was a mess. Blood trickled from his nose, mouth, eyes, and ears in a light but constant stream. His nose was broken, and he whined in pain. The madness that had consumed him a moment ago was gone now. It was as though the blast of psychic force Cloudhawk leveled at him wiped it all away.

“He won’t be much help to us.” Cloudhawk hefted his sword. “Might as well kill him now.”

The one-eyed bandit shuddered. “I-f you kill me, you’ll just seal your fate! Blackfiend will never let you go!”

“Ah, so you are afraid of death.” Cloudhawk returned Quiet Carnage to its sheath. He reached down and grabbed a handful of the bandit’s clothes and lifted him up. He gave him a couple of sharp slaps across his face, bringing the half-dead thug back to the present. When he saw Cloudhawk, there was a palpable fear in his eyes. Whatever happened in his skull a moment ago had left a deep impression. His face, though, was as menacing as ever.

Autumn stared at the man in fear. Cloudhawk had him under control, but there was an air about him that made her very uncomfortable. For half his life, this maniac had lived in the borderlands, murdering and performing all manner of vile deeds. Countless innocents likely died by his hand, so it was no wonder death hung over him like a shawl.

Cloudhawk’s lips curled into a savage grin. “I bet you’re thinking about what’s gonna happen now that I got you.”

The bandit looked back at him with his one good eye, his clump of red hair wild and matted. “You… kill me if you can, runt. Because if you leave me alive, I’ll show you what it feels like to wish for death once my men get here.”

Cloudhawk lazily waved a hand. A coil of golden sand encircled his forearm like a snake. “I am a demon hunter. You should know the consequences of trying to kill a demon hunter.”

“Demon hunter?” The bandit was a rough sort. Cloudhawk’s threats didn’t unsettle him. “Under Blackfiend’s leadership, we’ll tear Skycloud apart one day. When he is the ruler of all the wastelands, bastard demon hunters like you will be his slaves!”

The Highwayman’s reaction surprised Cloudhawk. Who was this “Blackfiend”? He gave the thug another ear-ringing slap. “Stop the bullshit. If you want to keep breathing, you’ll start talking sense. Keep it up and I’ll keep chopping parts off.”

The bandit leader looked back at him for a long time. Fear was welling up inside again. He didn’t know why, but there was something very dangerous about this young man.


14 / Blackfiend


“Hey little guy, do me a favor and keep an eye out. Let me know what’s coming.”

Oddball beat its tiny wings and took flight. Its pudgy little body soared overhead and circled as it kept vigil. 

Autumn was always curious when she saw the bird. What sort of creature was it? Was it psychic? She thought about the creatures that menaced her own people. They also ate Ebonycrs – in fact, they were similar to Oddball in many ways. However, they were far more terrifying than the docile little thing.

She was out here looking for a way to defeat these monsters. All the dangers she suffered was towards that end.

As night overtook the wastelands, Oddball remained their sole sentry. Once the sun was gone, a human’s eyes were blinded, but the bird could still see tens of kilometers in all directions. If the Highwaymen got close, Cloudhawk would know right away.

Regrettably, there was no shelter anywhere nearby.

Cloudhawk found a relatively safe spot. There, he raised his hand and the sand danced to his will just as before. Golden granules gathered together, solidifying into a makeshift igloo that was big enough for the three of them. Once they were snug inside, Cloudhawk sealed the entrance. The only indication that they were there was a small hole that let air in. From the outside, it looked just like a pile of sand, not dissimilar to any other in the wastelands.

Out here, temperatures varied wildly from day to night. Autumn was having trouble coping.

Cloudhawk put together a small fire. It wasn’t large enough to dispel much of the cold, but it eased Autumn’s troubled heart. The Warden didn’t seem bothered by the chill. His body was too tough for something so mundane to affect him. She was surprised he considered her at all.

Her pale cheeks turned pink from the cold. She looked so young and cute with her dual braids and thin frame. Huddled near the tiny campfire, Autumn rubbed her hands and blew warm air onto them. It didn’t stop them from shaking.

The day had been a stressful one. Even now, her heart still raced.

Her pointed ears perked up as she eavesdropped on Cloudhawk questioning their hostage.  Though the man with the eye patch was tenacious, Cloudhawk’s methods earned them some information.

One name he kept repeating was of special concern – Blackfiend.

He was the founder of the Highwaymen as well as their spiritual leader. It’d only taken this mysterious bandit leader a few years to gather a sizable mob. They began gobbling up territory and feeding off of merchants to make their living.

Why merchants?

The Highwaymen didn’t have the strength to take on more dangerous and bloodthirsty prey like sweeper gangs. Small-scale merchants were much easier to pick off and had a much better payoff. 

Elysians didn’t care very much about the bandit crew. As the name implied, they weren’t a particularly large or dangerous outfit. They were like weeds – cut them down and they’ll just spring up somewhere else. Destroying the Highwaymen would only make space for two more to rise in its place. The Elysians could kill bandits all day and would never get rid of them entirely.

For many years, the Highwaymen kept a low profile, picking off careless merchants. Since merchants weren’t respected in Skycloud, there wasn’t much they could do. This went double for merchants from the borderlands. Every now and then, guards from the border wall would be dispatched, but Blackfiend would just recall his people. They hid in whatever hole they called a headquarters and waited for the storm to pass. Then, they went right back to business.

Everything changed three years ago.

Autumn listened carefully as the story was recounted. 

Three years ago, the Highwaymen’s cherished leader disappeared. When he resurfaced, Blackfiend was completely different. He’d been strong enough before to keep the thugs in line, but when he returned, he was even more powerful. All of a sudden, the force he wielded was terrifying to them.

He started calling himself a blessing to the wastelands. From then on, he adopted the title “Undying”.

Under his leadership, bandits started going after notable crews. As success piled upon success, it seemed like Blackfiend’s assumed moniker was accurate. He might as well have been immortal. Like wind sweeping away autumn leaves, the Highwaymen absorbed the bandit gangs they came across. Numbers and influence swelled, and with each passing day, they became more radical.

That’s why they called him Blackfiend the Undying.

Blackfiend was more than a robber baron. As their spiritual leader, it was not only chiefs who heeded his orders. Every member, big and small, bowed to the man’s will. When he became Blackfiend the Undying, his status was elevated even higher. He was almost worshipped.

The Highwaymen had total faith in their leader. He was the chosen of the wastelands, destined to rule this untamed place. A simple gang of thieves suddenly became a cult of personality. Blackfiend the Undying was a god among men, as immortal as the Elysian gods. Sooner or later, the wastelands would bend to his whims as he lorded over it all.

Autumn shivered, though it was not just the cold that made her tremble now.

The one-eyed bandit hooted like a night owl, “Holding me won’t help you. Only delivering the girl to the Undying will do that. Maybe he’ll spare your life. You are in his territory now, and out here, there is no hope!”

Cloudhawk stuffed a piece of cloth in the zealot’s mouth to keep him quiet. He then turned towards the fire and lit a cigarette. Tobacco crackled as it burned.

Tendrils of smoke curled around Autumn and made her cough. Irritated, she opened her mouth to share a few choice words but then saw his expression. The young Warden’s black eyes peered searchingly into the flames. Her curses turned to curiosity. “What are you thinking about?”

“Whether or not I should give you to Blackfiend, obviously.” He seemed genuinely torn by the idea. “He sounds like a dangerous guy.”

Her face drained of color, and fear made her heart race. “How could you even think that!”

“Relax with the drama, lady. I’m just joking, alright. Shit, you’re almost in tears.” He chuckled at her terrified expression. “Why would I do that? Do you know how valuable you are? Relax. Until I get my Ebonycrs, I’m not letting you out of my sight.”

His words hardly filled her with confidence.

Autumn tried to keep her voice from trembling but failed. “Is there really someone like that? Blackfiend the Undying?”

“Don’t listen to his bullshit. Undying?” Cloudhawk shook his head. He didn’t believe the tale. “I’ve seen a lot of shit in my life, but nothing that claimed itself immortal. The bandit king probably has some skill, but if I come at him with my sword, his head will come off the same as anyone else. I’m pretty sure that’d kill him.”

His confidence helped ease Autumn’s fear, but she glanced at the other member of their small party.

The one-eyed bandit lay on the ground, his face twisted in a mad grin. In the faint light of the fire, his hideous expression looked particularly unsettling. Autumn shifted uncomfortably at the sight of him.

Blackfiend the Undying is the chosen of the wastelands and its ordained future ruler. How could these insects understand?

This self-important young fool only dares speak his blasphemies because he has not seen it for himself. If he only knew, he wouldn’t be so dismissive. What does this young demon hunter think he knows about the world? Just wait. Insult the Undying. Your death is coming.

Cloudhawk didn’t know anything about where their leader came from, but he saw the sort of zeal he inspired in his people. They were devoted and unafraid to die. This didn’t come from some special power, though. When he lived with the Seekers, he learned of their drugs and how it could turn people into rabid followers. Their actions and thoughts changed after even one injection. It turned them berserk, mindless, fanatical, and aggressive. At the same time, it completely removed fear and any sense of self-preservation.

If Cloudhawk’s guess was right, the Highwaymen’s leader was using these drugs to control his people. Little by little, they ate away at their will until they were brainwashed into worshiping him. Cloudhawk saw it in the crew leader. His judgment was starting to be affected. He would probably eat shit if his master told him to do it.

So, did that mean Blackfiend had the support of the Seekers?

And speaking of the Seekers, that ultimately meant the Dark Atom. When did they start to have this ability?

Cloudhawk was still mulling over the connection when something came through his connection with Oddball. He shot to his feet. “A group of bandits is getting close.”

“What? Bandits?!” Autumn’s eyes went wide, and she started to shake. “Have the Highwaymen found us? We have to run!”

“No, it doesn’t seem like them.” Cloudhawk stamped out their little fire. “Let’s take a look.”

Silvery moonlight blanketed the wastelands, giving it a spectral glow. A long caravan was fighting something and seemed to have run into some trouble. Targeted by a pack of wild wolves, it sounded like. However, the group was an odd one. There were about fifty to sixty people in total, but only half of them were able-bodied. They had longbows and guns, and at the moment, they were surrounded. Women and children were shoved into the center for protection.

The wastelands were a dangerous place, especially at night. Most people tried to avoid traveling in darkness as much as they could. This went double if they had women and children to consider.

“They have women and children. They can’t be bandits.” Hope sprang in Autumn’s eyes. She looked pleadingly at Cloudhawk. “They’re being attacked by beasts. Quickly, go help them!”

Cloudhawk scowled. “They aren’t helpless. I’m sure they can handle a few wolves. But, something doesn’t feel right. Let’s keep watching.”

“What are you doing?! There are women and babies over there! What if they get hurt?”

Irritation was clear in his voice. “Whatever I decide to do, you can be damn sure that it has nothing to do with your bullshit opinion. If you’re so eager to be a hero, why don’t you help them yourself?”

Autumn shrunk under his reprimands. Her bottom lip began to quiver.

“Alright, alright! Fuck, you’re a pain in my ass. I’ve never met someone so annoying.” He shot her a helpless look, and her eyes twinkled. Just as she was beginning to think Cloudhawk wasn’t a total scoundrel, his eyes narrowed. Suddenly, he whispered, “But, if you want me to help, I’m sure as hell not doing it for free. I see sixty people over there, so let’s add sixty Ebonycrs to what you owe. Call it labor costs.”

“You…” Autumn’s pretty eyes went wide. She angrily stomped her foot, but it didn’t make her feel any better. With no other option, she gritted her teeth and spat her answer at him, “Fine! You’ll have your money! I hope you choke on it!”

Cloudhawk guffawed and moved in to help.

Roughly half of the group consisted of women and children. Cloudhawk figured that even if something was off about them, they weren’t a threat. And a dozen or so wolves? Hardly worth a thought.

With a crossbow in hand, he leaped into the air. From above, a hail of bolts peppered the wolves and killed half their number in a blink. What remained fled, yelping in fear.

The caravan he saved looked around in panic. Out here, in this place, it didn’t matter who popped out from the shadows. Fear was the standard reaction.

Autumn dragged the one-eyed bandit with her over to the group. When she got there, she saw that although there were women and children, it wasn’t what she expected. Obviously, they were not there of their own free wills. The twenty-some men with them, bearing weapons, were driving them along.

“Slave traders?”

There was nothing and no one Cloudhawk hated more than slave traders.

“Thanks for the help.” One of the older men stepped forward. He took a careful look at Cloudhawk and saw the murderous intent in his eyes. It immediately put him on guard. “We’re on our way to the Highwaymen. These people are our gift to Blackfiend the Undying so that we can buy a spot on his crew. If you’re thinking of making a move, I’d advise against it. These women and children belong to Blackfiend now, and we fight in his name. Piss off the Undying and you can bet your corpses will be left out in the sun to rot.”

An offering? Women and children? Autumn was mortified, and the news took Cloudhawk by surprise as well.

The bandit leader they’d captured began to struggle. He spat the cloth from his mouth and screamed at the top of his lungs, “I’m a Highwayman! All glory to the Undying! Save me!”


15 / Back in the Wastelands


Among the group of slavers was a man in black who was younger than the rest. A long, nasty scar slithered across his face. His sharp, cold eyes fixed on Cloudhawk as he muttered in the older man’s ear, “He looks like one of Blackfiend’s men.”

He had a keen eye, and the bandit’s exposed flesh bore the markings of the Highwaymen: tattoos of the wastelands, of carnage, and of the love of violence. It was proof of where he came from and his status among the thieves.

The older leader of the group scowled in confusion. The bandit had to be skilled to earn his station, so how did he allow himself to be captured?

The younger man in black and the older man in grey robes were this group’s leaders. The one in black was a wastelander whose years had been spent honing his close-combat abilities against beasts and mutants. They called him Sandwolf.

The man in grey robes was also a character. He hailed from the Elysian lands but fled when he was deemed a criminal. The borderlands were where he ended up. He hunkered down in a settlement for a time until he gathered a crew. The man wasn’t a strong fighter, but he was smart. Smart enough to get people to follow him. They called him Greyfox.

Sandwolf and Greyfox. The older one had to be twice the age of his younger counterpart, but they came together as men of similar tastes. Greyfox had studied the wastelands’ situation and decided that there was a way for them to make a living, but nothing was possible on a small scale. Their best bet was to attach themselves to a larger outfit. Sandwolf was a man of some combat ability but was relatively short-sighted compared to his friend. He listened to the old man’s suggestions and had the strength to make sure they were followed.

The Dark Atom was the big power in the neighborhood, but as they say, “the tallest trees catch the wind.” Elysian soldiers were always out for terrorist blood, and sooner or later, that tree would be burned down to its roots. The Highwaymen, in contrast, had seen a period of impressive growth over the last few years. Its leader – the one called Blackfiend the Undying – was said to be the next great warlord of the wastelands.

Greyfox and Sandwolf decided the Highwaymen were their best bet.

The older man was getting on in the years. He had no great ambitions anymore. There was no going back to Skycloud, so he was just looking for shelter to live out the rest of his days in comfort. Build a crew and survive, that was all he wanted. Sandwolf was a little different. He was strong, a child of the borderlands. He yearned for the allure of the wastelands and had been wandering its blasted landscape ever since, building the life he wanted.

The story of Blackfiend and his rise was legendary at his point. Since his return, the mysterious leader of the Highwaymen had only become more renowned.

“Blackfiend the Undying” – it was a title that evoked powerful feelings and attracted no small number of men seeking to get close to power. Sandwolf was confident in his abilities, Give him a chance, he thought, and he was sure to impress.

The two men had different aspirations but were headed the same way. Once Greyfox decided Blackfiend was the one to follow, he gathered together a group of twenty or so strong men and, with them, captured as many women and children as they could handle. He did not expect that they might find trouble on their way to deliver the gift.

“Did you hear me? I am Cyclops, the leader of the Highwaymen’s second crew!” Cyclops saw this as his opportunity to escape. His group was on the rise, and prosperous days lay just beyond the horizon. He couldn’t die now. He’d grasp at any straw so long as it meant he kept breathing. “This woman, she holds the secret to a treasure hidden in the wilds! The Undying will spare no expense to get his hands on her, and those who deliver her will be richly rewarded. Obey! Or the master’s curses will haunt you to the end of your days!”

Cloudhawk openly chuckled. “You’ve got a big fuckin’ mouth.”

Cyclops began to choke as Cloudhawk’s iron grip clamped his throat shut. The one-eyed bandit was lifted off the ground. The burly men shuffled as they watched, for the young stranger handled the Highwayman like an ape throwing around a chimpanzee. The longer went on, the clearer it became how large the strength disparity between them was.

Greyfox, Sandwolf, and their men looked at each other uncertainly. If Cloudhawk could capture a Highwaymen crew boss, he definitely wasn’t some weakling. At the very least, he was a master marksman. It was that fact that made them hesitant to come to Cyclops’ aid.

“Blackfiend the Undying only wants her secrets! Do what you want with her body so long as she is alive enough to tell what she knows! Why are you still standing there?!” Cyclops’ face was beginning to turn a dark red. He voice came in choking gasps. “Prove your loyalty and worth to the future ruler of the wastelands!”

Hungry eyes fell upon Autumn’s supple form. She was a rare beauty with pale skin as smooth as silk. Her long legs looked absolutely delicious. She had an adorable heart-shaped face and a pair of braids perfect for keeping her in hand. Her eyes were big and beautiful. All in all, there wasn’t a hint of the crude wildness of the wastelands about her, nor did she have the prudish disdain of an Elysian. She was like a fairy, neither as common as dust nor as unreachable as the stars.

A rare treasure. Any number of men would give a decade of their lives for a taste of what she had to offer.

What treachery did Greyfox commit for the Elysian to cast him out? He’d been a doctor in his old life, providing his services to a small town. He was a master pharmacologist with a talent in alchemy. He was well respected in his community. Naturally, he was the one they turned to when the mayor’s fifteen-year-old daughter fell ill. The young woman was beautiful, the most cherished girl in town.

Greyfox gave in to his darkest temptations. Under the guise of treatment, he locked her away and force-fed her drugs. What he did to her over the next seven days was unspeakable. Eventually, the mayor realized something was wrong, and when they found Greyfox’s secret chamber, the girl they found was hardly human anymore. She had a weak constitution to begin with. The doctor’s torment was too much for her. She died shortly after her rescue.

She was fifteen years old.

Rage had swept through the city. The mayor even went so far as to offer his family’s fortune as the bounty for this sick monster that had killed his baby. He had to have justice.

As Greyfox’s eyes slid over Autumn, he couldn’t help but compare her to the mayor’s daughter. The latter wasn’t a tenth of what stood before him now. How could he resist? Girls like her – young and fresh – were exactly how he liked them.

As for the man in black, he was young and full of all the urges one would expect. He was just as eager to partake in carnal pursuits. Having grown up in the borderlands, he was no virtuous soul. Sandwolf’s desire was to conquer a corner of the wastelands for himself, and part of that ambition was gaining the ability to acquire woman in that territory.

He committed his first rape when he was twelve.

By fifteen, he’d graduated to murder. For a long time, he found his amusement by torturing and murdering one woman a week. Wantonly using these frail creatures to feed his desires was intoxicating. He enjoyed their bodies and their torment to the fullest.

Such a sensation was more addictive than any drug.

Autumn felt their slimy gazes violate her, which made her angry and confused. It was she who had demanded Cloudhawk save them from the wolf pack. This was their thanks? She regretted not listening to his warning. If she’d listened, they wouldn’t be in this predicament. 

The hearts of every person in these vile wastelands was as sick as the land they came from. Greyfox and Sandwolf were prime examples, and the men with them were just the same. How could an elfin, innocent girl even begin to wrap her head around it?

These pieces of human garbage didn’t need to do a thing. Cloudhawk knew what he was dealing with by the looks in their eyes. He was also a man of the wilds but was not like them.

“Put down your weapon, young man. Let the Highwayman go!” At Greyfox’s signal, one of his muscled followers stepped forward. However, his gun wasn’t aimed at Cloudhawk. It was pointed at Autumn. “If you don’t, I’ll blow the girl’s head off. Then, no one will want her.”

Autumn went as white as a sheet. They were using her to threaten him? Even with twenty to thirty of them, the prospective bandits couldn’t beat Cloudhawk. But, with more than a few guns aimed her way, his options were severely limited. These scoundrels were cunning.

A dark grin split Cloudhawk’s face. He replied in a flippant tone, “Gentlemen, we don’t have to do this. Put your guns down before you hurt yourselves. If you wanna talk, then let’s talk.”

Crack! A gunshot rang out, and the bullet kicked up a plume of sand by Cloudhawk’s foot.

Autumn nearly jumped out of her skin.

The big man pointed his gun at her head. “Cut the bullshit! I’m losing my fuckin’ patience!”

There was no reward without risk. These men had struggled for years in the wastelands and were desperate for someone to take them in. Blackfiend was a rising star, sure to be the next great leader of the wastelands. The sooner they earned his favor, the easier it would be to rise in the ranks. The women and children they brought were their own wives, their own sons and daughters. Wives agreed to sell their bodies for safety, daughters too. What else could they do? They had to take any opportunity to win a future.

They left Cloudhawk with no choice either.

He loosened his grip. The crossbow fell into the dirt.

Cyclops gasped as he was released and stumbled into the crowd. Sandwolf cut his restraints and Greyfox, being a doctor, quickly reset his dislocated arms. Cyclops snatched a battleax from one of his saviors. Honestly, he was surprised at the fortunate turn, as were the others.

Sandwolf licked his lips. “So he’s a coward after all. Shit, I thought he was worth somethin’. Didn’t even break a sweat.” His eyes turned back toward Autumn. He’d never seen a girl as pretty as her. He was going to enjoy himself.

So she was the key to some secret treasure, eh? He’d only just started his future out in the wastes, and the wastes brought him this gift. He saw it as an omen, a sign of the wastelands’ favor. He would leave his mark out here and not become lost in the endless deserts like so many others.

“Kill the man! Whoever brings me his head will earn the Undying’s favor. They may even become a crew boss and get first dibs on the girl! Quick!” Cyclops screeched at them, causing the goons’ blood to boil. Women, riches, food. What else did they need?

The Highwayman’s aggressive cries urged them on. Meanwhile, he fell back into the crowd to hide among the women and children. His ferocity caused the women to shrink away and the children to burst into tears. He grabbed a girl too slow to move out of the way and pulled her before him to use as a shield. While the others closed in Cloudhawk, Cyclops retreated to try and make his escape.

Cloudhawk looked at the sea of twisted faces coming his way. It felt like he’d been in this situation before, and he stood staring back at them as though in a trance. “I really am back in the wastelands,” he muttered to himself.

Indeed, this was the wastelands.

He could read the story in each burning, crazy glare. Filth like them was the same all throughout this barren place.

The darkest parts of human nature thrived here. They were nurtured, even encouraged. People wore their ugliness plainly on their faces, open to the world. It was just the sort of situation old Cloudhawk had been so desperate to escape.


16 / Life and Death in the Wastelands


Cloudhawk wasn’t going to run again. The “wastelands” weren’t just this blasted place. What was Skycloud but another post-apocalyptic wilderness, albeit with more ornamentation? 

He was a different man now and had the power and smarts to protect himself. The freedom of the wastelands, in which he could do as he pleased, was preferable to the strict boundaries foisted on him by the Elysians. Kill whoever looks at you funny, deal with whatever you don’t like the way you want. Force was all you needed to solve your problems – it was simple, direct. Doing as you like, that was real living! [1]

Greyfox, Sandwolf, and the others were positioning themselves to attack. None of them had noticed Cyclops flee into the desert. Crude guns were leveled at Cloudhawk. Triggers were pulled.

Their weapons were crude arms forged from wastelands scrap. They had a slow rate of fire and had to be manually reloaded. Still, bullets still packed a mean punch. At such close range, they were lethal enough to put down a wild boar.

Cloudhawk’s pupils constricted to small black points, and a faint scarlet light burned within – a single lick of flame in a sea of black. The trajectories of the bullets were revealed to him as clearly as though they were drawn. Even the displaced waves of air were visible where the bullets passed. Cloudhawk began to move, erratically juking first in one direction and then another. His movements were deliberate, unhurried. Not one bullet found its mark.

As Greyfox watched, the look in his eyes hardened. Amazement bloomed in his expression. “Son of a bitch. He isn’t just a marksman. Everyone, together!”

Cloudhawk wrenched a dagger from his hip and slashed it through the air.

Ting!

He cleaved a bullet in half before it reached him. The thugs stared in open shock. Did he just do that? At this range?

Before they had a chance to recover, Cloudhawk flicked his wrist and the dagger went soaring. A cold metallic light carved a path through the night, penetrating the chest of the first bandit who was pointing a gun to him. The dagger slipped through without stopping and stopped in the chest of a second foe. There was enough residual force to knock him flying.

Greyfox hollered at the others in a shrieking voice. He, at least, realized what sort of man he’d picked a fight with. “Everyone, kill him!”

Those who carved a life for themselves in the wastelands were neither timid nor afraid of death. But, as Cloudhawk dodged their bullets and cut them from the air, his enemies felt fear. Anyone who could protect themselves from gunfire with nothing but a dagger was first-rate. Even Sandwolf, their strongest, was outmatched.

A handful of crude firearms weren’t going to kill this guy. Their only hope was to overwhelm him by attacking all at once. It was a fight for their lives, a chaotic storm of flailing limbs and steel!

Although Greyfox wasn’t much of a fighter, it was time to bare his teeth or die a miserable death. He grabbed the hilt of his short sword and hollered orders at the others. However, before his weapon even left its sheath, he stared in horror as the two men in front of him were nearly cleaved in half. 

A pitch-black sword was reflected in the pupil of his eyes. It was as silent as death and glinted through the night right for him. It was the last thing his living eyes saw. There wasn’t even time for his life to flash before his eyes, or for him to think back on the evils he’d done.

Quiet Carnage split his skull in two. It kept going all the way down like it was slicing through a piece of paper. Greyfox flopped into the dirt in two vertical halves.

Cloudhawk’s sword passed without effort and without a sound from his victim’s crown to crotch.

Mutilated corpses lay strewn around the young stranger as pools of blood formed rivers beneath his feet. However, there was none on him. So precise were his movements and control that he avoided the mess spewing from his victims. 

The tattered grey cloak flung over his shoulders fluttered. Cloudhawk vanished. 

One by one, the thugs began exploding into fountains of blood like they were being hunted by an evil ghostly force. Every second saw another bandit reduced to dead meat. This wasn’t a battle. Chopping vegetables wasn’t this easy. Compared to other roving bands in the wastes, this group could handle itself. They might have even stood toe-to-toe with an Elysian army unit. However, that didn’t matter.

After all, the fight they picked was with the Warden of the Talons of God, a survivor of Hell’s Valley!

The warriors stationed in that cursed place were veterans of countless battles. They had survived some of the worst the wastelands could throw at them. Moreover, Cloudhawk was a demon hunter. The black blade in his hand could cleave iron in half, to say nothing of a man’s vulnerable flesh. Its mirror-like surface cut through his enemies unimpeded.

Sandwolf had yet to join the fight. He realized the horrible situation he was in when Greyfox was cut in half right in front of him. The men they’d painstakingly gathered were being slaughtered. Half were dead already.

They were supposed to be the force that bought him a place in the Highwaymen! They were worth nothing as worm food.

Cyclops, meanwhile, was nowhere to be found.

Sandwolf knew it was all over. Fast as he was, he was not fast enough. His thirty men were almost completely wiped out by the time it occurred to him to run. Before he could retreat one step, he watched as a man was cut in half. The blood hadn’t even hit the ground before Cloudhawk’s sword was in front of him.

He roared a challenge and ducked out of the way. The sword missed but deftly changed directions mid-swing to come back around. A ninety-degree slash came across towards his head.

“Ah!”

Half of Sandwolf’s face was shorn off. With his hand gripping tightly to his sword, his eyes narrowed and tried to find his foe. He didn’t understand. The guy was about as old as he was. How could he be so strong and experienced?

The bandit had only just started his bid to tame the wastelands. How could fate let him die out here like a dog?

Cloudhawk slowly rematerialized. He looked at the young fighter before him and saw something familiar in his eyes: conviction, perseverance, and something wicked. There was a lot about this young man that reminded Cloudhawk of himself.

“Die!”

Sandwolf reacted when Cloudhawk reappeared before him. A dozen blows rained down like a steel tempest. Avoiding the Warden’s double attacks proved he had some ability, a fact that was highlighted by his flurry. His movements bordered on a martial art.

Autumn gasped and flung her hands over her mouth.

She watched as every one of Sandwolf’s blows entered Cloudhawk’s body. They pierced him through again and again. Yet, her protector’s reaction was entirely unexpected.

Cloudhawk lazily reached out with his left hand.

The young warrior froze, as stiff as a board. He twitched and jerked, his arms twisting unnaturally. Crack! Pop! Bone and tendon gave way. Sandwolf’s hand was rotated in a full circle, which forced him to drop his weapon.

Death had come, he knew. In his final moments, though, the young brigand did not cry out in pain. His screams were filled with anger and defiance.

Cloudhawk slapped him on the head with an open palm, and the force shoved Sandwolf’s legs into the sand. Fragments of spine jutted from the skin as his skull was forced down into his chest. Sandwolf died, pegged into the sand like a grotesque totem.

This was life in the wastelands.

This was death in the wastelands.

Both came and went like the breeze.

The young Sandwolf had set out on what he thought would be an epic adventure through the wastelands. In the end, his first step put him in his grave, and he was destined to become nothing more than another nameless pile of bones.

Cloudhawk made his way unhurriedly back towards Autumn. Quiet Carnage dripped blood into the sand to mark his passage. None of the bodies were intact. All had been reduced to large chunks of blood-soaked meat. A few who he’d severed at the waist were still in the process of slowly dying. They twitched and whined in pain as blood and organs seeped out in a grotesque display.

As the smell of carnage and the mangled bodies wafted over, Autumn couldn’t stem the inevitable surge of nausea that filled her. She hated to see people hurt, and scenes like these haunted her nightmares. However, in the deepest part of her heart, she appreciated Cloudhawk’s work.

The women and children were huddled together, terrified. The weak had no recourse but to cower before the terrors of the wastelands.

Autumn hurried to Cloudhawk’s side. “Are you hurt?”

After putting his sword back in its sheath, Cloudhawk answered with a malicious grin, “Now you’re concerned for my health? You didn’t fall in love with me after seeing how handsome I was kickin’ ass, did you?”

“Ugh! Only a devil would find you attractive.” She was thin-skinned and easily rankled by his teasing. She gave him a quick look but saw no indication he’d been wounded. The dozen puncture wounds she was expecting to find weren’t there. She whined at him like an angry child, “You’re still just standing here, talking nonsense? That Highwayman has escaped. Aren’t you going to bring him back?”

Cyclops was only barely visible as a black dot on the horizon. He was fast. Cloudhawk watched the dot shrink for a time and then shook his head. “Nope.”

Autumn blinked at him. “Why not? It shouldn’t be a problem for you. If he goes back to his people, he’ll tell them where we are. We’ll be surrounded by hundreds in no time. I’m sure of it! What would you do then?”

Cyclops was no pushover. He could hold his own. At a bare minimum, Cloudhawk figured he was at least as capable as Mad Dog, his late companion from the Tartarus mercenaries. The Cloudhawk now was not the Cloudhawk from four years ago. Mad Dog was a true powerhouse back then. Now, he didn’t seem like much at all. Any Hell’s Valley veteran could match him.

By the time Cloudhawk completed training, he could take on ten of those veterans at once. That was just for training. He was sure that in a life-or-death situation, he could take even more, so Cyclops wasn’t any sort of challenge.

“I’m not worried, so what are you worried about?” He gave her a devilish smirk. “Relax. Someone will help me take care of him.”

What did he mean? Someone would help him?

Autumn’s first thought was the kind, blonde-haired man from the shop. She immediately broke into a cold sweat. He might have seemed kind on the outside, but he was a monster through and through. In contrast, this scoundrel Cloudhawk seemed more trustworthy.

Had that blonde-haired devil been following them this whole time?

No, that was impossible. They’d been driving the whole time. No human could keep up. Thus, it wasn’t Gabriel. But, if not him, then who was Cloudhawk talking about?

1. Readers may have noticed a change in Cloudhawk since the beginning of this volume. He is harsher, more selfish and self-centered, less forgiving. I think this paragraph encapsulates just why that is. Cloudhawk is not a teenager anymore. He’s jaded. His dreams have changed from idealistic to realistic. Like many in their early twenties, he thinks he knows everything and is out to get his. Screw everyone else. So far, he’s made a difficult turn from reluctant protagonist to anti-hero, definitely not what you would expect from the “good guy” – but it is what you might expect from a young man with considerable power and prestige in a world that doesn’t give a shit about him.


17 / The Huntress


The barren, arid wastes were home to any number of shocking things. The sudden rise of the Highwaymen was an example. For twenty years, Cyclops had gone through hell and high water with Blackfiend and trusted his leader implicitly. Cyclops believed it in the core of his being that one day, Blackfiend would turn them into an organization even greater than the Dark Atom. They would all become stronger and be granted the blessing of the wastes just like their Undying leader.

Outsiders only saw the Highwaymen as a band of cruel brigands. They thought of themselves as a family. Innumerable murders were attributed to them, but they feasted and enjoyed their food, wine, and women together. This life of crime, lost in a haze of gluttony and sin, might have been deplorable to the self-righteous Elysians. But, it was exactly the life the Highwaymen wanted.

This was the life they chose, the story they wrote for themselves. This was their wastelands. Only theirs.

Even the likes of Cyclops, an unknown and insignificant worm of the deserts, had his dreams and ideals. He chose to pluck out his own eye as punishment. He wanted to become like Blackfiend the Undying, his illustrious living god. Cyclops was determined to stand above the rabble and cast his sight wide.

People didn’t fear death. They feared what they would lose when they died. So long as desires remained and so long as there were goals to accomplish, one would not slip easily into the darkness.

As Cyclops fled further into the desert, silence seemed to close in around him. Fear and unease whispered ominously in his mind. Had that piece of shit killed all those idiots so quickly? Useless! And they thought they were worthy of being Highwaymen?

He cursed inwardly at them and quickened his pace.

He saw the sort of speed and power the guy was capable of. So long as he kept his distance, he was safe, but the bastard was more than capable of catching up if he slackened. Cyclops had no choice but to push himself as hard as he could and keep running. But even so, the one-eyed Highwaymen felt a creeping sense of danger wash over him at that moment.

A dark iron staff roared from the darkness, bringing with it a tempestuous wind.

This was no normal staff. Judging by the way the moonlight reflected off its surface, it was made of metal, and one end had been shaped into a three-edged spike. The razor-sharp end was spinning furiously as it bore down on him.

An exorcist rod. Demon hunter!

Cyclops flung his hand ax at it with a roar. The moment they collided, the exorcist rod exploded with power. The force of it shattered the ax’s blade and broke his wrist. Shards of metal and the ax handle went flying every which way.

How powerful could a demon hunter’s strike be!?

Cyclops was nothing more than a stronger-than-average thug. He couldn’t even compare to a novice martial artist. How was he supposed to compete? However, he was not about to give up. Cyclops’s reaction was quick, and though he couldn’t see who was attacking him, he flailed at them with his left fist. His attacker answered with a strike in kind, and they met in midair.

His punch was doughty enough to crack stone. However, not only was it ineffective, but he was also knocked back. Struggling to get his feet back under him, Cyclops couldn’t protect himself from the follow-up. A dark figure rose into the air, a dark shadow against the night sky, kicking up a cloud of dirt. A leg whipped at him as fast as a bullet.

It caught Cyclops in the chest and knocked him back, head over heels. He hit the ground and had the wind knocked out of him. Eyes wide, he struggled to keep a grip on what was happening. His attacker was not just a demon hunter, but a melee fighter as well – one stronger than him!

Who? Where did they come from?

An agile figure crept from the darkness like a leopard. Cyclops was halfway to his feet when another kick came rocketing at his face. He managed to throw his hand up for protection but was still kicked nearly a meter off the floor. He fell again with a thud.

Injuries piled on injuries. He coughed up a mouthful of bright red blood.

He still didn’t know who his attacker was, but the two strikes alone proved he was outmatched. There was nowhere to run, no chance to flee. Demon hunters were not normal foes, and even the most inexperienced among them were hard to kill.

Death at the hands of a demon hunter… Cyclops could only accept his fate.

A burning pain shot up his leg as the exorcist rod pinned him to the ground. He screamed into the sand. Blood oozed freely from his mouth and nostrils as he lifted his head. A young woman with short hair came into view.

She wore simple, almost tattered equipment. Tousled hair sat above a face where dirt had gathered around the edges of hideous scars. It looked like she’d been burned. She was ugly but was likely chosen with the other women and children for her charming figure.

Good-looking women were few and far between in the wastes. So long as a woman had a pert ass, big tits, and a small waist, they were worth something. Nothing else mattered when the lights were off.

The woman was about a hundred and sixty-five centimeters tall, give or take. Her body wasn’t anything spectacular, but she was well-proportioned and curvy in all the right places. [1] She had a feral way about her when she moved, like a sexy bobcat. No wonder they were bringing her to the Highwaymen.

Cyclops had grabbed one of the captives when he was fleeing to use as a human shield. Was this her? He’d thrown her aside once he escaped and hadn’t given her a second thought. A demon hunter… hiding among the captives this whole time.

“You’ve got guts stirring up trouble before your betters, woman.”

She reached up to her cheek and pulled at the skin. It tore apart in chunks, and as she threw them aside, it was revealed that the scars were a disguise. Below was a face of healthy and unblemished skin. Pretty. Her bright eyes glimmered, framed by short hair that fell to her shoulders. 

“Come along!” She yanked her exorcist rod out of his thigh, leaned over, and snatched him up like a cat with a prize mouse. She dragged the several-hundred kilograms of beaten bandit behind her like a sack of garbage and flung him at Cloudhawk’s feet. Returning the staff to her waist, the woman snapped to attention. “It’s good to see you again, your Excellency!”

Autumn was seeing to the women and children, trying to calm them. When she saw this heroic demon hunter appear, she was stunned. She was pretty and seemed both generous and straightforward. How did she know Cloudhawk? Judging by her looks, she should have been older than him as well yet called him “your Excellency”.

Cloudhawk offered a nod. “Barb. I’d hoped you would recognize me.”

“She’s a demon hunter as well?” Autumn was utterly puzzled by the turn of events. “What was she doing with these people?”

Three years ago, Barb had been a penniless novice who nearly had her exorcist rod robbed from her. Then, Cloudhawk showed up and chose her for a mission. To him, it had been a small act of generosity, but to Barb, it was life-changing. The accolades she earned when that Dark Atom plot was foiled were enough to help her complete her training.

Three years later, Barb was still traipsing through the borderlands and the wastes. On average, she completed one or two missions a month as a monster hunter for the League. Be it strength, experience, or wisdom, she’d come a long way. Barb was no longer the green demon hunter struggling to make a few silvers.

“I remembered you the moment I saw you.” Their encounter was purely coincidental. “What a fluke, huh? The last time I went back to the Elysian lands, I stopped in a small village for a few days. Small place – ten to twenty thousand people. I noticed that they didn’t have a demon hunter presence, and since I had earned some renown with the League, they welcome me with open arms. The village mayor hoped I could help them with a mission.”

She pointed to the two halves of Greyfox. “This piece of shit imprisoned the mayor’s daughter and did all sorts of terrible things to her. After a week, they found out what he was up to, and he fled to the wastelands. Till today, he’d gotten away with murder. Others have been after him, but he proved too cunning for most. If I’d been able to bring him back alive, the mayor agreed to give me his entire fortune. Half for a corpse, which seems like what I’ll have to settle for.”

That explained her presence and makeup. She’d been trying to work out a way to get Greyfox back to the Elysian lands alive.

Of course, never in a million years would she have expected to run into Cloudhawk out here. It turned out pretty bad for these idiots. Barb looked at “his Excellency” with a face filled with admiration, for not only had Cloudhawk shown incredible strength, but he’d also done a righteous thing.

Barb’s disguise had been flawless. For all their smarts and cunning, neither Greyfox nor Sandwolf had suspected a thing. However, Cloudhawk had picked her out in an instant. He was really something. No wonder he was her superior [2].

“Well, shit. I’m sorry I cut your mission objective in half.”

“Ah, think nothing of it. The mayor’s an honest man, and his family’s been in dire straits for many years. He doesn’t have very much, and I’m doing just fine for myself. I’ve been wanting to end this creep myself for the longest time. He deserved everything he got.” She wasn’t troubled by the turn of events. “So, your Excellency. What are you doing all the way out here?”

“We got involved with some gang trouble while executing a mission. And stop calling me your Excellency! Hell, I’m younger than you are.”

“Of course, your Excellency!” Barb chuckled and clicked her tongue playfully. She ignored him and went on, “You are both younger and more awesome than I thought. I thought that, after a few years of hard training, I might close the gap between us, but it looks like I’ve still got a long way to go.”

Her playful remark bore a note of frustration.

1. Bro. You’re dying. Are you seriously taking the time to check a lady out right now?

2. Remember, all she really knows about him was that he had the token of a master demon hunter


18 / Heart-scry Thorn


Three years.

Not a long time but not short either.

After bidding farewell to the Sandbar, Barb made her living wandering from place to place. Time and again, death nearly had her, but from those experiences emerged a new life. Although she never received formal training, she grew up in the school of hard knocks. The wastelands made her strong, hard, and did it quickly. She was head and shoulders above a typical demon hunter though still had a ways to go when compared to Cloudhawk. Most surprising to Barb was the fact that her “senior” was, in fact, younger than she was!

Selene, Zephyr, Dawn, Frost, Atlas, Blaze… each was a brilliant star in Skycloud’s night sky. It seemed to her that they could tack another name to the end of that list. The respect Barb had for the mysterious demon hunter from years ago only grew.

Those geniuses were unreachable and rose high above the masses. They were also the children of great families and were spoiled with wealth and opportunities. None of them held a candle to her “senior”, for which of them would have even given a low-born demon hunter like her the time of day? Three years ago, she didn’t know how to grab onto opportunities when they arrived, but she wasn’t going to let one go this time.

“Stop struggling.” Cloudhawk didn’t have time to reminisce about the old days. He pinned Cyclops to the floor with an unsympathetic boot. “You and those fuckin’ Highwaymen are really starting to annoy me. I really hope you decide to cut it out and tell me where their headquarters is. Do that and I’ll make it worth your while.”

Autumn and Barb looked at the beaten man struggling in the dirt. Neither felt burdened by the need for mercy. Countless innocents were destroyed at this bandit’s hands. How many women and children had been killed by him or were slain on his orders? He was unworthy of anyone’s sympathy, even from soft-hearted Autumn. Letting him live would be a sin.

No fire remained in Cyclop’s heart. He was beaten and convinced that these were his final moments. Still, he gritted his teeth stubbornly. “Elysian dogs, I’m not going to tell you a damn thing. I’d rather die than betray Blackfiend!”

He was one stubborn asshole.

Cloudhawk looked down at him, his eyes narrowing to slits. They’d taught him how to deal with stubborn people back at Hell’s Valley, but it took time. Out here, they were exposed, and the Highwaymen’s territory wasn’t safe enough for them to hang around for the time he needed. This one-eyed shit’s friends could show up at any moment, and the trouble would outweigh anything they might gain.

The Warden wasn’t interested in the Highwaymen or their hideout. He just wanted to know about this “Blackfiend the Undying” everyone was so doe-eyed over. There was no such thing as an immortal, so either this guy was building a bullshit identity or had some unique abilities that made him seem hard to kill. Whatever the case, he piqued Cloudhawk’s curiosity.

But, if Cyclops wasn’t going to cooperate, then Cloudhawk wasn’t going to waste his time.

Barb saw her senior lift his sword to cut the bandit’s head off. Suddenly, her eyes glimmered, and she stepped forward. “Let me have a go at it, your Excellency.”

“Eh? You’ve been trained in interrogation?”

“Nope. But, we don’t need to go through the trouble!” Barb extricated a bag from her clothing and fished out a dozen needles from inside. They were long, silver spurs with one exception that was gold. In fact, this was what helped Cloudhawk recognize Barb within the crowd – they resonated with power. Barb’s delicate fingers picked out the golden needle. “I have a gift for the spiritual and the psychic. This here is called the Heart-scry Thorn. With it, I can read his thoughts and memories. Only, it has a pretty low success rate – twenty-five percent, maybe. It does terrible things to the victim, so you have to be prepared to let him die. I might as well give it a try if we’re going to kill him anyway.”

A psychic-type seeking relic? A rare treasure indeed! The only other demon hunter Cloudhawk had known with psychic talent was Claudia Lunae. Her seeker’s torque was of the same type as this needle.

The seeker’s torque was used for local surveillance. It scanned the surroundings for any homicidal or evil intent. Barb’s needles were even more detailed, boring right into the victim’s mind and taking information from the source. The drawback, of course, was that resistance from the subject could result in their permanent disability or even death. At Barb’s current psychic capabilities, there was only a one in four chance of success.

Psyche, spirit, soul, and reality: These were the rarer talents and often specific to the individual. Claudia likely couldn’t use the Heart-scry Needles despite having the same class of ability.

Barb was lucky to find such a powerful relic, especially one that suited her so well. Taking Cloudhawk’s silence as consent, Barb decided now was the time to show her worth. Without a word, she shoved the golden needle into Cyclops’s forehead. [1]

“What are you doing –?” Cyclops felt an electric shock race through every nerve in his body. The agonizing, burning sensation was instantly followed by a total lack of feeling. He couldn’t move and could only stare wide-eyed at the woman in front of him.

Autumn winced. A needle to the brain certainly couldn’t feel good.

“Give me five minutes, your Excellency. If the scrying is successful, I’ll even be able to tell you the first time he shot a pistol [2], what color he likes, and his favorite sexual position.”

“Impressive!” Cloudhawk was quick with his praise. “If you become proficient in this skill, the bigwigs in Skycloud will be scrambling to snap you up.  Don’t forget the little people like me when you’re calling the shots, okay?”

His words were exaggerated, certainly, but were not outside the realm of possibility. The power players like Arcturus and Skye employed many capable fighters, but they lacked people with special talents like Barb. Reading a person’s heart was a unique and useful skill. The Dark Atom had caused so much havoc over the years because their members were notoriously tight-lipped. Someone like Barb, with the proper training and proficiency, would crack that mystery wide open. At that point, it would only be a matter of time.

“You flatter me, Excellency. It’s my honor to be of service.” Pleasantly surprised, she accepted his compliment. She went on to describe the history of the Heart-scry Thorn. “This treasure is a family heirloom given to me by the mayor of that town I stayed in. Unfortunately for them, their family was in decline. They haven’t had any descendants with demon hunter talent for close to a century. Anyway, there are only a few people in all of Skycloud who could use these needles. They were destined for me, so the mayor handed them over, a gift for taking on this mission. If your Excellency needs my help for anything in the future, all you need to do is ask. I would consider it my duty.”

As she spoke, Barb pressed her hands together, clasping them tightly. She began focusing her mental powers.

Cyclops was frozen. Unable to move, he could not express the terror that crept up from inside as he realized his mind was no longer his own. Memories rose unbidden, even things he thought he’d forgotten years ago. It was surreal like nothing he’d experienced before. His mind was an open book, laid bare before this hateful woman.

A scream of rage bubbled up from his paralyzed throat. He summoned all the power left in him, desperately trying to repel this invasion. But, it was all in vain, for no amount of struggle could stop the incisive power that was drilling through his memories. His will crumbled before it. His mind was forfeit. Once Cyclops was totally under her control, he slumped into a semi-coma.

“We can begin!”

Barb pressed her hands against Cyclops, who remained motionless on the ground. She was determined to put on a good show so Cloudhawk could see just what she was capable of. Maybe he would even ask her to join him on their mission.

Barb’s greatest wish was to be a champion of good. She would wander where she was needed, battling the forces of darkness and defending the righteous. Her humble beginnings made every step on her journey more difficult, but that would perhaps change if she could become Cloudhawk’s partner.

The golden needle began to glow, a sign that her psychic energy was galvanizing its power.

She was lucky and overcame Cyclops’s resistance more smoothly than she could have hoped. There didn’t appear to be any major damage to the bandit’s mind, which meant that there was a fair chance they’d get what they were after.

Time to get started! Barb picked up one of the silver needles and inserted it into her own body. A surge of memories burst forth from within the bandit and danced through her mind like a slideshow. They were as clear as photographs without holes or obscurities. In fact, Barb was surprised at how well it all was going. She sifted through the images as they came, looking for anything of value. And then…

“Ah!”

She yelped in surprise and rose to her feet. Her eyes were wide, and a look of disbelief painted her face. It was like she’d seen a ghost.

“Senior, perhaps you better see for yourself.” Barb pulled out another silver needle and handed it to him. “This is a transference needle. Place it anywhere on your body and you’ll be able to see what comes through the Heart-scry Thorn.” The needles were part of a set; the gold one focused the information while silver ones delivered it.

Not only was the relic able to read an enemy’s thoughts, but the silver ones could also pass them on. The uses were many. For instance, if used in a battle with every soldier bearing a silver needle, thoughts could be passed instantaneously. In that way, the user could create a sort of neural net that communicated in a way that disregarded distance. So long as the user’s psychic energy remained, all manners of information and orders could be shared with a mere thought.

How interesting. Cloudhawk pushed the needle into his skin.

He felt a brief electric shock jolt pass from the needle and into his nerves. It crackled up and permeated into his brain, and right away, a huge burst of information assailed him. It felt similar to the psychic connection he and Oddball shared to share their minds. 

“Give me a needle. Let me try.”

Autumn was fascinated and wanted to see for herself. She gritted her teeth against the expected pain and stuck herself. Suddenly, pictures flashed behind her eyes in a long procession. It was completely foreign to her, as if she were walking through another person’s head. Everything this bandit had ever done and ever experienced was open to her.

Was this the power of Skycloud’s demon hunters?

Autumn couldn’t help but think about her own mother. On her deathbed, she claimed that Autumn had the talents of a demon hunter as well. She didn’t know if what her mother said was true, but she hoped it was. Over the last few days, she’d been made painfully aware of her weakness. Autumn didn’t want to live her life feeling fragile and useless.

1. Ok. Acupuncture can’t be used to read people’s minds. Otherwise, I would totally be doing that shit. There is an acupuncture point around the forehead though. In fact, it’s right where the “third eye” is located between the eyebrows. It’s called yintang, and aside from local issues like sinus problems and frontal headache, it is also used to calm the spirit.

2. Hilariously, and probably unintentionally in this context, “shot a pistol” is also a euphemism in Chinese for jerking off. Or it isn’t and Tipsy is a comedic genius.


19 / Life of a Wastelander


As darkness took authority over the sky, dots of light sprang up throughout Miner’s Bluff [1]. Soldiers huddled by campfires to dispel the chill. The cold and darkness made them lazy, and they filled their bellies with heated wine. The slaves they were supposed to watch over saw it as a fortuitous combination.

Miner’s Bluff was a wastelander slave camp with a hundred captives working nonstop in the bowels of the mountain. It didn’t serve the master to offer any safety equipment, so hardly a week went by without at least one death from exhaustion, illness, or injury. The black-hearted slave drivers didn’t want to waste any funds on keeping the slaves fed, so it was common practice to mince up the dead and use them to sustain the living.

Most of the slaves survived because of this forced cannibalism. Despair and hopelessness had drained them of shame. However, those who did not die harbored a secret seed of rebellion.

For a month, they prepared. Tonight was the night – they would gamble their lives for a better future.

A grizzled, white-haired slave turned back to look at a younger man named Sprout. Sprout was nothing like his name indicated as he was the largest and strongest of the enslaved miners. He’d been down here with the rest of them for two years but never once in that time resorted to eating his fellows. He wasn’t special, and the ones who refused to eat eventually became fodder for the others who didn’t. However, thanks to his strength, the slave-drivers felt that he was more use to them alive than on someone’s plate. They kept him fed with proper food to keep him strong and healthy.

“Everyone, get ready.” The old slave kept his voice to a haggard whisper. “Sprout, we’ll keep the guards busy. I need you to break into the room, gut that pig, and take his gun. Use it to kill the watchtower guards. That’s our only hope.”

Sprout’s simple, earnest face betrayed anxiety. However, the memory of his people, the ones he knew were still waiting for him, spurred him on. Filled with resolve, he nodded.

“Alright friends. Live or die, it all gets decided right now. Go!”

The group of slaves sprang up from their crouched positions and clambered over a high fence. The guards, comfortably languishing near their fires, were taken by surprise. As they groped for weapons, a hundred angry men descended on them. Although shackled, the slaves fought with fists, feet, and heavy rocks they carried up from the mines. The shrill cries of the guards rang out as they were torn apart.

The men up in the watchtowers heard the commotion. Clearly, it was a revolt, so they did not hesitate to level their weapons and start firing into the crowd. Slaves began to fall, helpless as fish in a barrel.

Sprout heard the whistle of an arrow pass centimeters from his ear. Screams came from all around as his fellow slaves died. He ran over the body of his closest friend, Brick. Flea, who’d cared for him many times over the last two years, fell somewhere to his right and didn’t get back up.

Fear gripped him.

The slave master’s private cabin was down the way, but his courage was fading fast. 

Whoosh!

Another arrow came his way.

Before it could land, a wrinkled and emaciated form shoved him aside. The old slave hit the ground, clutching his chest. “Don’t stop, Sprout!” he cried. “You have to live!”

Sprout’s eyes were red from fear and grief. An inner strength he didn’t know he had burst from him, and he jumped back to his feet. With a roar that rattled through the night, he charged ahead. Arrows peppered the ground he’d just vacated, and several more buried themselves in his old friend. The latter died with his gnarled hand outstretched towards Sprout’s fleeing figure.

Many nights in the cold and dark had been spent fantasizing about what the slave master’s home looked like. When Sprout burst through the door, he couldn’t help but stop dead in his tracks. Pots of clean water were piled up in one corner while smoked meats and sun-dried grains were hung on the walls. A group of five young women without a stitch of clothing among them huddled together like frightened naked sheep. Scarred and wounded, they curled in a shivering ball of clutching limbs.

The slave master had been busy with one when Sprout forced open the door. Bare-assed, he hurriedly climbed off the bed with a pair of trousers in one hand. His member pointed accusingly towards the door but shrank instantaneously when he saw the large slave who stood there. The slave master’s ugly face was a mask of fury. “What the fuck are you doing?! You’ve got a death wish!”

It was kill or be killed.

Sprout underestimated the fight contained in the slave master’s pudgy body. It cost him a few broken ribs before he managed to wrap his hands around the fiend’s throat. With a satisfying pop, the slave driver’s spine separated. 

Fumbling through the hut, Sprout grabbed the master’s gun and stuck his head back outside. Crack! Crack! The guards raining arrows from their towers screamed as they tumbled from their posts. The day was won.

By the time the night reached its darkest point, shadows clung to a very different scene.

Those guards unfortunate enough to survive were tied up. Slaves argued over whether to cut them up and eat them raw or to cook them first. Filthy slaves flooded the master’s room and dragged his women, kicking and screaming, out by their hair. The men pounced on them one after another like a pack of ravenous wolves.

Sprout stood back and watched it all with a black expression. He was thinking about a woman too. One from his past. His first, the one he had sworn to protect for his entire life. They’d only been together for two when the slavers got him.

Two years. He’d been gone as long as they’d been together. He thought about her every night.

He was only still alive because he so fiercely wanted to see her again. His desperate wish was what gave him the strength to fight, and in the last two years, he learned to improve his body’s mutant constitution. When his hands were wrapped around the fat slave master’s throat, it was her face behind his eyes. It was all her, the reason he clung so desperately to hope and lived.

He was different from the others. Sprout never touched the poor women and only stole some of the food and water the master had kept. With what supplies he could muster, he left.

[image: ]


Sprout had no idea where his home was, not all the way out here and not after all this time. He relied on scraps of memory as unreliable as the breeze. On his forlorn journey, he met others, travelers like himself or murderers on the prowl. He fought through sandstorms and other natural disasters and always emerged stronger.

Hardships would not break his iron will. Whatever fate threw at him, he only became more resolved. An absolute certainty that he would find his home again gave Sprout strength. He would find her again.

But, the wastelands gave no consideration for a single man’s longings. By the time he came upon familiar tracts, four long years had passed. Nothing remained of the place he once called home.

After all, four years in this barren hellscape was an eternity. The woman of his dreams remained out of reach and would forever remain just a memory. The truth was that two months after his disappearance, she’d fallen into the arms of another man. Sadly, he eventually grew bored and sold her to a brothel. There she became ill and died. Her corpse was lost to the wastelands.

When reality sank in, something broke deep inside Sprout. He lost his mind, found the brothel, and murdered every living soul he found. He trudged through a sea of blood until he found the man who betrayed her, the one she’d turned to for support when Sprout was gone.

He was going to tear him apart, piece by piece. But, Sprout was tricked. After suffering a disastrous loss, he was blinded in one eye, captured, and once again found himself thrown in a pit.
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Life in the arena was one of blood and pain, far crueler than the black bowels of Miner’s Bluff. Every day was a fight for his life against hideous monsters or others like himself. He drenched himself in blood, and in exchange, audiences sang his praises. He did it all just so he could live another torturous day.

There was even less of a future for Sprout here than back at the mines. At least in the pits with his fellows, he could plot revolution. In the arena, he was small, weak. He couldn’t make a move without his new masters knowing, much less plan an escape. Worst of all was that piece of shit coming every night to appreciate Sprout’s nightly beatings.

Sprout refused to give up, so he clung to life. But instead of a woman’s memory driving him, now it was vengeance.

Most fighters didn’t last more than six months in the ring, but this sturdy youth fought his way through a full year of opponents. Sprout didn’t fit him anymore, so they gave him a different name, a more theatrical name for the audience to cheer.

They called him Cyclops.

Death was the only fate that awaited warriors of the colosseum. It didn’t matter how strong Cyclops was. Everyone met their end in the arena’s blood-soaked dirt. Eventually, he found himself wounded and staring up at his dominator. The colosseum’s master had earned a great deal from Cyclops’s rage, but that time was done. As an invalid, Cyclops was cast out like refuse – his life or death determined by the master alone.

“Do you want to live?”

Cyclops was like a stray dog living among the trash heaps. Fiends had begun to sharpen their knives, waiting for the moment he was too weak to resist. Before that could happen, though, a man in fine clothing approached him. Cyclops opened his one good eye to get a look at the man who had onyx-black skin and a handsome face. The clothes he wore were elaborate and masterfully made and resembled nothing he’d ever seen in the wastelands. He later learned that they were made from Elysian materials. 

This well-dressed strange with pitch-black skin called himself Blackfiend.

“The wastelands are cruel, so only the cruel survive. The only way to live better than others is to be more savage, more brutal, more vicious.”

Once Cyclops recovered, he pledged himself to Blackfiend. At the time, his new master had gathered around twenty others like him, people beaten and discarded by the world. Years of harsh living had turned Cyclops into a terrifying force, and he grew even stronger with the backing of this strange Elysian defector.

There were no principles to this nightmare they called the wastelands. The only law was strength: strength to capture a hundred slaves, to murder your master with your own hands, to plunder another’s woman.

Cyclops’s favorite color was red, the color of blood. He chose a blood-red eyepatch, covered himself in red tattoos, and dyed his hair. Life’s cruel lessons were burned into him, and he was reborn as a bandit who terrorized the borderlands. Years followed in a haze of violence, plunder, and rape. There was no evil he would not perform. He never knew if it was the pursuit of pleasures that drove men to depravity, or if it was depravity that drove him to seek out these pursuits. The desire to cast off his chains and give in was addictive, and he came to understand the heart of his master from so long ago. He learned the pleasures that had enticed his woman’s murderer and the pleasure of watching another’s suffering just like that enjoyed by the audience that had once drooled over his own.

Heaven and earth were not kind. This was the wastelands, and it served nothing to blame fate for what befell you. Fate didn’t give one rotten shit about anyone. It was best to put away that pathetic excuse and realize that one’s suffering meant nothing in the grand scheme of things. In the end, it was only someone else’s entertainment.

1. The name is “mine mountain” or “ore mountain.” First instinct was to call it Butte Lode, but the part of me that isn’t stuck at age twelve prevailed.


20 / Rise of the Highwaymen


Blackfiend claimed to be a defector from the Elysian army, a general. He committed some crime that deeply offended his betters and caused him to become a pariah. However, it was clear just by his presence that there was more to him than that.

The Elysians would not sit idly by as a high-ranking member of their army became a wastelander warlord. Elysians were a harsh and paranoid people, full of pride. Allowing a general to openly defy them and then letting him go free just didn’t add up.

However, these discrepancies didn’t affect Blackfiend’s rise to power. Everyone had his own history and experiences and was often loath to share all the details. Cyclops and the others accepted him as their master. At first, they made their living through murder and banditry, but before long, they began to grow dispirited. The goal they all strove for seemed further than ever from their reach.

They realized that they could only succeed with more strength. More like-minded men were gathered to their cause, and the Highwaymen were born. 

Cyclops never liked the name. He would have preferred if they called themselves Blackfiends. It sounded far more… imposing.

But, his master disagreed. He saw no fault in being a Highwayman. Living a simple and straightforward life like their lowly namesake indicated seemed appealing.

Blackfiend felt that a dramatic name would only draw more attention and with it, more trouble. “Highwaymen” didn’t sound like the sort with lofty ambitions and was certainly not worth the sweat of Elysian soldiers. Out in the wastelands, pride meant nothing. It was always survival first.

Over time, twenty bandits became a hundred and then several hundred. At present, the Highwaymen boasted a thousand strong and were one of the borderlands’ fiercest groups of bandits. Cyclops, because of his years of service and experience in war, was given a position of leadership. Blackfiend put him in charge of one to two hundred men.

He thought back to one night in particular.

They’d just finished a big job, one that netted them seven to eight thousand gold easy. Their score also came with a group of about a hundred slaves and a dozen pretty young girls. As the crew celebrated, Blackfiend summoned all the leaders before him.

After twenty years, Blackfiend hadn’t changed much physically. His shining ebony skin and burly frame looked just the same as they did all those years ago when he came to Cyclops in the street. The only indication of his age was the grey that’d crept into his beard by the corners of his mouth. That and his slowly growing collection of scars were the only indications of the passage of time.

At fifty years of age or so, Blackfiend was growing older, but no one dared challenge his leadership. The Highwaymen owed their existence and growth solely to this man’s leadership. Cyclops and the other leaders had fought shoulder-to-shoulder with him for years in one desperate struggle after another. During that time, the general Blackfiend once was became evident. He knew how to train soldiers and command them in a fight. They were bandits, yes, but under Blackfiend’s command, they were a tremendous force. Years of harsh existence in the wastelands had tempered them. Though they could not stand toe-to-toe with an Elysian bastion, they were nigh unbeatable out here in the wilds.

Blackfiend ordered wine bowls for each of his commanders. “I must go away for a while.” [1]

The others exchanged curious, uneasy glances. However, the habit of not asking questions had been beaten into them after years of servitude. If Blackfiend wanted something said, he said it. If he didn’t, then they didn’t need to know.

He raised his bowl and said to them something the original Highwaymen couldn’t quite understand. “In thirty days, if I return, things will change for the Highwaymen. Anyone who wishes to leave can do so without ill-will. If I don’t come back, then the Highwaymen will disband.”

Thirty days later, no signs of Blackfiend could be found. 

But, the Highwaymen did not disband. Cyclops and the others refused to believe that Blackfiend would discard those who had been his brothers for twenty years.

It took fifty days, but Blackfiend eventually did return. Only, he wasn’t the same man who left. He called himself the chosen of the wastelands and took on a number of shocking habits. For instance, upon his return, Blackfiend developed a preference for the blood of the young. He also had powers, mysterious abilities that made no sense. After a time, he came before them again with an announcement.

It was a challenge to another mighty borderlands outfit that called themselves the Ligers.

Although both groups made their living in the borderlands, both were comparable in strength and tended to keep to themselves. So long as one didn’t encroach on the other’s territory, there wasn’t a problem. Blackfiend decided that needed to change. Strange and sudden though it was, bandits were a savage people. Without even stopping to question the state of things, the Highwaymen chose to attack.

When the war began, Cyclops and the others didn’t even need to raise their weapons.

Blackfiend stole into the Ligers’ den alone and tore the life out of forty men by himself. That number rose to a hundred before he was done. The enemy bandits shot him with guns and arrows, stabbed him with knives and swords, but he would not die. Blackfiend trudged through their hail of steel without pause. The Liger’s bandit king even chopped Blackfiend’s head off. However, he simply picked it up and put it back on the jagged wound of his neck. It healed instantly.

Any damage they did to him vanished as soon as they dealt it. He was immortal!

It didn’t matter how dire the wound or how often he was hit, Blackfiend recovered in seconds. Alone, he obliterated the opposing bandit clan. With a single punch, he reduced half of their leader’s body to gruesome paste.

Whatever happened to Blackfiend in his nearly two months away was a mystery. The devastation he caused was a shock to any who witnessed it.

The Highwaymen absorbed what remained of the broken bandit clan. Overnight, their numbers went from a thousand to fifteen hundred. Their march of destruction continued and consumed several more bandit crews. They recruited, expanded, and became more powerful with each victory. Gradually, Blackfiend brought an end to the pillaging of borderland caravans so that they could continue to gather strength without attracting Elysian notice.

Blackfiend’s reputation grew with every clash and transcended into the realm of godhood. He was worshipped as such by his men. With more fame, Blackfiend became ever more mysterious as well. Fear gripped the hearts of those who heard his name. The Highwaymen were no longer a mere bandit clan. They were a cult in service to their undying god.

Cyclops didn’t understand any of it, but he watched with one fervent eye as the Highwaymen grew day by day. Equal parts shock and excitement filled him, for he knew that if they continued at this pace, the Highwaymen would soon surpass even the infamous Dark Atom. Sooner or later, his people would come to inherit all the wastelands and call it their kingdom. Blackfiend the Undying would become its master!
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Barb slowly extracted the golden needle from his head. Cyclops’s eye rolled back into his head, and he lay in the dirt, twitching.

The process of dredging up these memories was barbaric and harmful. He’d made it worse by resisting, and as a result, he’d caused great damage to himself. After the reading, what was left in his mind was a shattered mess. If he lived, he would be only a shadow of a man.

Cyclops lay in the sand, jerking every now and again, lost between reality and his memories.

Cloudhawk and the others had watched Cyclops’s life unfold like a book. It was a normal wastelander life – full of pain, loss, and hope. Full of blood, murder, and evil. 

“That’s a damn fine relic.” Cloudhawk didn’t even spare a glance to what was left of Cyclops. There wasn’t anything left there but a mindless sack of flesh. He wasn’t worth another thought. “It’s just a shame about the side-effects.”

“That’s not important. The problem now is this dark power growing in the wastelands. And we had no idea. Incredible. I’m willing to bet this Blackfiend will become another Wolfblade if given the chance and will be just as much of a threat to Skycloud.” Barb’s face was stern. She had to get back and report what she learned to her superiors soon. It would definitely be worth something to the right pair of ears. “Have you come here to investigate Blackfiend, senior? I’m sure figuring out where they’re holed up will be very useful for the leadership back home. We should make a report right away!”

Cloudhawk shook his head noncommittally. This left Barb puzzled. Something this important didn’t even get a glimmer from his eye?

“You think Skycloud domain doesn’t already know about the Highwaymen?” Cloudhawk looked at her. “You underestimate the bigwigs back across the border. I’m willing to bet they don’t just know, they probably have some ins we don’t know about. If you go rushing back with this news before you know the real deal, six-to-one odds you die before you get there.”

Barb’s eyes nearly popped out of her skull. What he was implying seemed nothing short of ludicrous. “How could Skycloud allow an evil like this to continue?!”

Barb was young and idealistic. Cloudhawk had been like her, once.

“My mission has nothing to do with this, but we should take a look since it’s on the way.”

His decision took both ladies by surprise. Autumn even blurted out, “Are you crazy?”

It was clear from Cyclops’s memories how terrifying Blackfiend was. He was a monster the likes of which the wastelands had never seen! Obviously, it would be better to enlist a group of demon hunters to come and deal with the problem if not a full army corps. Although Barb did not question her senior’s abilities, it seemed reckless to go after whatever this Blackfiend was on his own.

“Relax. I’m only going for a look, not to pick a fight. It’ll be fine.” Cloudhawk looked from one pensive face to the other. “I’ll take care of it myself. The two of you should stay here.”

“No way! I’m coming too.” Barb didn’t leave any room for argument. “I want to see this nest of evil myself. If I’m going to become a master demon hunter, then I can’t be afraid of a bunch of garbage bandits! What sort of shit demon hunter would I be then?”

Autumn wasn’t eager to go running headfirst into new conflicts, especially ones that involved immortal former Elysian generals.

However, the problem she faced now was clear: either go with them or split up. Even if it was only temporary, she had come to understand how dangerous it was out here. Following Cloudhawk into the heart of a bandit camp or cowering alone in the wilderness, she preferred the former.

Anyway, Cloudhawk had said they were only going to take a quick look.

Cloudhawk looked at Autumn. He knew from Cyclops’s words and memories that Blackfiend was interested in her ancient heritage. Whatever place she came from was hiding an unfathomable treasure. Whoever controlled it would sit on inexhaustible energy and wealth.

Why was it that the wastelands never openly fought the Elysian lands? In a word: poverty. Elysian divine energy was infinite, so wastelanders weren’t going to fight their way through their holy lands, not unless they found an infinite power source of their own. Anyone with even the faintest hint of ambition would see Autumn as the key to limitless power.

And that was a problem.

Cloudhawk found himself conflicted, but the most dangerous place was often also the safest. Maybe bringing her into the belly of the beast was a good plan.

It was decided. The three gathered up their provisions and prepared to set off. Autumn took one last look back.

Cyclops lay in the sand, twitching with blood trickling from his mouth and nose. His one good eye stared blankly towards the sky, and his hands groped at air. He was reaching for something, but it was something only he could see. His lips worked, but nothing comprehensible came out. He had completely lost his mind.

Autumn felt a sense of sadness come over her.

No one was born evil. That eighteen-year-old boy named Sprout was a good man. If he’d stayed back in his home with his lover and lived peacefully in the borderlands, what sort of man would he have been then? How would things have been different? She didn’t know. This was the wastelands. No one knew what the next sunrise would bring.

1.  Here is an example of a wine bowl from Iran. This is more of an Asian tradition, but for brigands, I imagine they would drink out of whatever they had at hand instead of bothering with fine glassware.


21 / Boondocks


What was left of the old world was strewn around the wastelands as nameless ruins, but the ruins around the Highwaymen city of Boondocks [1] were different. They were known as the “Thunderheaps”.

There was a story behind the name, one whose origins began twenty years ago. Then-demon hunter Arcturus Cloude had fought a terrible foe here. Some claimed it was a demon while others said it was a nightmarish monster. There were some claims that he stood alone against a whole wastelander army. Whatever the case, it was obvious that a terrible battle occurred.

The story went that Arcturus called three thousand bolts of lightning upon his enemy in one fell sweep. He won with this definitive show of prowess. Word spread, and Arcturus began to be called first of the demon hunters. Since that day, the governor never again brought his full power to bear in combat. Demon hunters were not normal warriors, however. They did not become weaker the older they became. Now, at nearly sixty years of age, Arcturus was likely even stronger than his legends portrayed. But, the truth of his strength remained a mystery.

There were few situations that required Master Arcturus to become directly involved. It was widely accepted that if the master had lived during the demon wars, he would have been revered today as one of the greatest demon hunters in history.

Boondocks was a city in the Thunderheaps though it was not a city in the typical sense. In the early years, their crew had numbered only about a thousand strong. If you counted the slaves and women, that drove the number to about three thousand. They lived a largely nomadic lifestyle, keeping their belongings on mounts and going where the wind willed.

The Boondocks of today was different. With so many newcomers and a rapidly growing catalogue of slaves and women, its population had swelled to more than ten thousand. As that number grew, the Highwaymen couldn’t be as agile as they once were and were forced into a more sedentary living arrangement.

However, Boondocks still retained the style of a nomad camp. It had no walls, not even a simple fence to mark its borders and was exposed fearlessly to the wilds it inhabited. Its outskirts were ringed by the terrible beasts its people raised, which included anything from wolves to enormous lizards to pack animals to creatures larger than elephants. All told, their menagerie was probably two to three thousand strong.

As for the people, they lived in makeshift tents of leather and burlap.

Naturally, a settlement of this size, with so many beasts and people, was difficult to provide for. Boondocks would have crumbled under its own weight long ago if it relied on plunder alone.

The Highwaymen didn’t have the power of an organization like the Dark Atom, but what it lacked in influence, it more than made up for in barbarity. Entering Boondocks, one was greeted with the common sights of gambling, drinking, and ravenous eating. Beyond that, though, were crueler scenes of blood and violence. Slaves who disobeyed their masters’ orders were publicly hacked to pieces and fed to the beasts. They were beaten like dogs and tied to posts by tents or viciously tortured for pleasure. In one case, a horse galloped through town with the broken remains of a slave tied behind, dragging him to death. Cheers rose up wherever it passed.

The denizens of Boondocks were your typical wastelander brutes, covered in tattoos, masked with iron helmets, and sporting improvised prosthetics. There were a number of ogre-like men easily three meters tall lumbering the streets as well. In the deeper recesses of the wastelands, mutants like that were common but were far rarer the closer you got to Skycloud. Blackfiend must have reached into the far reaches of the wastes in order to bolster his ranks.

Clang! Clang!

Burly men stripped naked to the waist worked in open-air forges. They poured sweat while hammering strips of angry red iron. People came by with groups of slaves and used them as currency to barter for goods and services.

When three strangers wandered into the camp, it didn’t take long for them to garner some attention. There were three of them, two women and a man. The man’s face was covered by a demon mask, and his body was shrouded in an unassuming grey cloak. In one hand, he held a rope tied around the throats of the two women as he tugged them toward a rugged tent like a pair of dogs.

“Hol’ it!” A large man with an equally large sword and missing front teeth barred the way. Glimmering eyes dragged over the two women. “Where you comin’ from, eh? I don’ reco’nize you.”

The masked man looked up at his accoster and replied in an even voice, “I’m from the wastelands, looking for shelter with the Highwaymen. These girls are a gift to one of your bosses.”

“O’ly two? Sorry offerin’. You fink it’s easy to get in fis crew? What feckin’ dope told you to come ‘ere?” The toothless brute practically hollered at him. He looked again at the women and noticed that one was covered in horrible burn scars. The other one was covered in tumors and other signs of mutation. Neither was the least bit appealing. “Look at these feckin’ dregs. We got plenty o’ rotten goods ‘round here already.”

“Don’t get caught up with their faces. Look at these legs.” When the masked man saw the goon’s displeasure, he yanked one of the girls over. Lifting her ragged skirt, he revealed a pair of flawless legs that were as thin as twigs. The girl, visibly upset, grabbed the hem of the skirt and yanked it back down. She glared at him in quiet fury, but the masked man paid her disobedience no mind. He gave her tight arse a slap. “Check out this rump. Grade-A meat, you can tell. Wastelander women are rail thin. Where are you gonna find something this juicy? Who looks at faces these days?”

The gap-toothed brute had been taken off guard by their hideous faces, but at the man’s urging, he looked over the rest of them. Their enticing curves were clear under their shabby clothing, especially their pert chests. He had to hold himself back from grabbing a handful.

“Well well, dem ladies might be worf sum’n. Dis one ‘ere don’t bother bringin’ in. You can jus’ give ‘er to me.” The brute wasn’t going to stand on manners. “Take it easy, though. I ain’t gonna leave you wid nuttin’. All you gotta do is mention my name, and no one’ll give you no trouble.”

Both women began to shift uncomfortably.

“I’m afraid that won’t work.”

“Whatchu say? Dese bitches are gifts, you said. Now, you won’t give ‘em up? Whatchu playin’ at?” The thug towered over Cloudhawk menacingly. “You think hard now, runt. ‘Member the rule ‘ere is Boondocks is off-limits to scum like you.”

“You misunderstand. It’s not that I don’t want to, but these girls are already spoken for. They belong to a guy called Cyclops – he wears a red eye patch.”

“Well feck, shoulda said so. What a feckin’ waste o’ time. Off you go, find a place for yourself. Some’n will come by in a few days to put you in a crew.”

Finally, the man and his two offerings managed to make their way into Boondocks. When they got into the city itself, things suddenly became much more crowded. These days, it was a common thing for new faces to appear, so no one gave them more than a passing glance. That worked just fine for Cloudhawk and the two disguised women by his side.

Most of the city’s population consisted of slaves, mostly women. That made sense since women were easier to control. Ones with pleasing figures were also as good as gold out here and bought their weight in goods. Next in value were young handsome men and those with special skills.

Here among these bandits, the number of slaves one controlled was a direct display of one’s influence, ability, and wealth. Slaves required food and drink. Maintenance costs were high, so the more slaves you had, the more you were willing to give up for them. As such, most bandits didn’t keep many slaves, but that didn’t stop them from comparing themselves to others.

Slaves skittered around the city living lives of perpetual fear. They had no status here.

It wasn’t just their masters they feared. Everywhere they went, they had to be careful lest they were captured by someone else or murdered in the streets. Slaves were chattel and were treated with all the care and affection one might show a sack of coins. What’s more, those were just threats from the outside. At any time, their master could come back with a better slave.

There was only so much a single bandit could provide and a limit to the number of slaves he could care for. So, what does he do when that limit was reached? 

For those slaves that have outlived their usefulness, the lucky ones could be traded elsewhere and continue to live. The unlucky ones were culled outright and fed to the animals. They weren’t offered any compassion.

Begging for one’s life was a natural instinct, and that led to servitude. If someone wanted to live, they would do whatever it took. Outside of doing their master’s bidding, slaves did everything in their power to make themselves more useful. They looked after the animals, took care of equipment. Women learned tricks to please their masters or secretly traded with other slaves who lived under better conditions. Those with some measure of professional skill looked after themselves or helped their masters run their businesses.

Such was life in this wastelander shantytown.

Ragtag tents were strewn everywhere beside beast pits for domesticated animals. Bandits were gathered in groups, eating and drinking together while emaciated slaves served them.

“Yall new?” A thin slave woman approached with a bitter expression. “You want a tent? Cheap, but you’ll need to wait a while. We’ve had a lot o’ people coming here lately. Wait’s pretty lengthy.”

The tents were a hodgepodge of animal bone and scraps of leather that were gathered by these women and stitched with whatever materials were on hand. Poor as they looked, it was obvious that they required a lot of effort to make. Cloudhawk only had a small bit of food, and it wouldn’t be wise to fish out a bunch of money here to pay for her services. He offered her a dagger instead.

The slave woman looked it over with a look of surprise. “Elysian?”

Cloudhawk was likewise surprised at her keen eye. “If you can recognize Elysian craftsmanship at a glance, then you’re no simple slave.”

“I was caravan leader for a group of borderlands merchants years ago.” Her scarred and beaten face twisted into a bitter smile. “This dagger’ll buy you a few days’ stay.”

Barb watched the woman leave with a dumbstruck expression. She was assailed by a pair of young children who wrapped themselves around her legs. They were only three to four years old. The slave women leaned down and picked one up before walking back into her shoddy accommodations. For the first time, Barb recognized that there was no difference between an Elysian and a wastelander.

1. The name is literally “thug city.” It evokes the idea of Tortuga or other pirate cities. Keep in mind Reaper’s penchant for understatement. I went with Boondocks because it sounds like a nothing backwater and not a bandit stronghold. It is also a distinctly American phrase I imagine would hold over after the world was destroyed. Interestingly, did you know it is actually a loanword from Tagalog? Pretty cool that something so rednecky sounding comes from so far away.


22 / The First Meeting


Autumn’s legs had been trembling ever since they entered Boondocks. Cloudhawk called her a coward for a reason, but who could blame her? Everywhere she looked, she saw hulking, evil men. If their true identities were revealed, she shuddered to think of the consequences. Autumn wasn’t like Cloudhawk who was fearless and resourceful, nor did she have the years of experience in dangerous situations that Barb had. She couldn’t protect herself.

If she was caught, what could she do?

She didn’t even want to think about it. At the same time, she fumed with indignant fury at Cloudhawk. She hired him to bring her safely to Fishmonger’s Borough, but they were instead in this den of thieves. Then, once they got here, he manhandled her! She didn’t hold back once they were safely hidden inside a tent.

“You dare slap my behind?!”

“Hey, I’m supposed to be playing a part. You’re the one breaking character and almost exposed us. I had to show some level of discipline.” Cloudhawk then added in muttered tones, “Nice feel too. Not quite enough for a handful, though.”

Autumn was so angry that her breath caught in her throat. He did it on purpose! If they were anywhere else, she would have stormed out of the tent.

“I was looking around as we walked in. This place is bigger than we thought, and while it looks pretty lax, it’s just the opposite. There’s a whole bunch of undercover sentries, so we need to be very careful every minute we’re here.” Cloudhawk spared another glance at the women’s chests. “Right, it’d be a good idea if you got some cloth and bound those puppies up. As it is, you’re gathering an unhealthy amount of attention.”

A slight blush invaded Barb’s cheeks, but she was a straightforward sort and wasn’t going to balk at a small matter like this.

“Now that we’ve successfully infiltrated the city,” Barb said, “What’s the next step?”

“The Highwaymen are looking for us out in the wastelands. They would never think to look for us in the heart of their city. In a few days, the recruiters will start looking for people to take in, so I’ll need to find a way to make sure I’m one of them. Maybe I’ll even get selected for their inner circle, who knows? But, we can’t waste time while we wait for that to happen.”

Cloudhawk pressed a hand to his chest over the phase stone. A sizeable parcel appeared in his hand like magic. “These are sensor mines. I bought ‘em off a wastelander – they’re rare and expensive. Barb, your job is to find places around the city to hide these. We’ll use them to help us escape when the time comes.”

The young huntress rubbed her eyes. “Where did you pull that from?”

Autumn had seen Cloudhawk pull this trick before. Although she didn’t know much about demon hunters, she’d heard a little bit from her late mother. This guy was deliberately making a show of it. More than likely, he had some secret pocket or something where he hid these things.

“No time for questions. Now, this place was easy to sneak into, but it’s gonna be a bitch getting out. Slaves especially aren’t permitted to leave the city. One step out of Boondocks and you’ll be killed on the spot. New people don’t have much freedom either, at least in the beginning. I figure they only get out if they’re on pillaging crews.” Cloudhawk pondered aloud, “This means getting out of here will be much more dangerous than getting in. We better watch our step and be ready for anything.”

Barb’s veneration for his Excellency was growing by the day. His abilities were beyond incredible.

Cloudhawk went on, “I’m gonna poke around Blackfiend’s nest, see what I can find out.”

“Wait a minute. Didn’t you say we were trying to avoid a fight?” Autumn practically leaped up like a cat whose tail had been stomped on. “What if that devil finds you? Can you survive a fight?”

“Pretty lady, I appreciate your concern but don’t underestimate me. I don’t know if I can take him, but you can bet your ass I can come and go where I like without a problem. Relax, alright? Normal folk can’t stop me.”

Concern?! Not likely! Autumn nearly choked.

She was the weak one. Barb could handle herself against anyone other than Blackfiend himself, even against his closest henchmen. However, Autumn hardly had the stretch to strangle a chicken. What was she supposed to do if she got into trouble? Even the weakest bandit could easily overpower her!

Cloudhawk’s plan was simple. Find where Blackfiend laid his head and figure out what the deal was. If he spotted a weakness, maybe he could slip in and put an end to the “Undying” without a fuss. Although he was eager to get to Fishmonger’s Borough, it was a long journey. It’d only be more difficult if he had these fuckers hounding him the whole way. He wouldn’t get a moment to breathe unless they were dealt with.

Besides, Cloudhawk was thinking of settling down in the Borderlands. The Sandbar was considered part of the wastelands, and if this group of zealots got too strong, it would mean trouble for the settlement. Eventually, it would be overcome, so it seemed worth a little risk if he could avoid problems in the future. Whatever, it wasn’t like every step he’d taken his whole life wasn’t through one danger after another. He even faced a fuckin’ demon and slipped away from an angry governor/demon hunter. There wasn’t anything he couldn’t handle.

That didn’t mean he could act stupidly, though. He didn’t know anything about Blackfiend or whatever weird abilities he had.

A ringing bell signaled night, and fires sprang up all around Boondocks. As the sun fell, spirits rose. The grimy shantytown was suddenly alive with activity. Crowds gathered around bonfires eating, drinking, and enjoying entertainment. It was chaos that was perfect for Barb to start making her way through town. Cloudhawk also prepared for his task.

Oddball, meanwhile, stayed perched on his head the whole time. Cloudhawk was thankful for the little guy that was ready to alert him at the first sign of trouble.

Autumn fidgeted nervously. “What am I supposed to do while the two of you are out?”

Cloudhawk cast a glance her way. What can you do? Babysitting was chapping his ass, but it wasn’t like he could just leave her alone out in the wastelands. “Stay in the tent and keep quiet. If someone comes poking around, stall for us.”

His cloak fluttered and suddenly, there were two of him. One was an illusion, and it remained behind as the real Cloudhawk faded from view.

Although it was just a mirage, the phantom was so complete that it would fool most. Unfortunately, his cloak couldn’t make copies of others, but Barb’s mission wasn’t a tricky one. With Oddball’s help, she would be done quickly.

“Alright, I’m off.”

Cloudhawk activated his phase stone and slipped out of the tent. Between his invisibility cloak and the stone, he made his way to the center of camp without any trouble.

Boondocks was divided into three sections. The first was the one they were staying in, where newcomers stayed while they waited for their chance to join the bandits. The second layer was for established crews, and the center was where the leaders resided. 

So where was Blackfiend? Cloudhawk looked around at the myriad of large tents. Any one of them could belong to the bandit boss, but checking them out one by one was too inefficient. Oddball was helping Barb, but even if it were here, going into these tents was too dangerous.

Suddenly, a pulse of energy shuddered through him.

A relic?! Did that mean that there was a demon hunter here?

Cloudhawk narrowed his eyes. It seemed he was right, and the Highwaymen’s recent changes had something to do with the Elysian lands. But, he couldn’t be sure yet. Just because he sensed a relic didn’t necessarily mean there were demon hunters here. These bandits could have picked something up out in the ruins – though Cloudhawk found it unlikely. Any way he looked at it, Blackfiend’s abilities had to be the result of some special relic. Thus, he headed towards the resonance.

He had his target. Passing by several of the large tents, he came upon the source of the pulse.

The inside of the shabby-looking tent was nothing short of extravagant, like a palace chamber. The floor was carpeted with first-rate goose down. The tent’s walls were covered in fine Elysian art and weaponry, all of the highest quality. Cloudhawk had the urge to start stuffing things in his pockets.

However, he resisted, because in the center of the room, seated high on a stool, was a single figure. His skin was as black as onyx but white had begun to gather by his temples. His features were aquiline, sharp, like they’d been chiseled from stone. In both posture and attitude, he might as well have been a statue. Arrayed before him were several bowls filled with fresh blood. 

This was him. Blackfiend!

Cloudhawk had found what he was here for, but something wasn’t right. There was something weird about this place, about the atmosphere. Staring at Blackfiend, Cloudhawk didn’t get the impression he was even alive. He just sat there, still as stone, with eyes dull and staring. Like some sort of puppet.

That sort of look wasn’t something you saw in a living face.

Were it not for Cyclops’s memories, Cloudhawk would have doubted this was Blackfiend. He seemed more like a wax dummy than a bandit king, a very realistic fake. Shutting his eyes, Cloudhawk reached out with his feelings. No denying it, the resonance was coming from Blackfiend.

Strange. Cloudhawk drew his sword and began to slowly approach.

He was still under the effects of the invisibility cloak, which by right made him all but nonexistent. However, as he neared the center of the tent, the unthinkable happened. Blackfiend’s wax-like body seemed to fill with vitality.

A palpable, murderous aura flooded the area.

Cloudhawk’s face immediately darkened. He pulled his sword in front of him and flicked the blade’s edge with his fingernail. He felt the vibrations tremor through it, but no sound emerged. What did emerge was a formless energy that spread out through the tent.

This was one of the abilities locked inside Quiet Carnage, something Cloudhawk called a “mute field.” All noise in its area of effect was silenced. You could scream at the top of your lungs, and no one would hear a peep. 

“Aaauuurrgghhh!”

Blackfiend let loose an inhuman roar. Energy began to channel in his fingers. Large, claw-like nails shot out from his skin. Even from this distance, Cloudhawk could feel that they were brimming with power.

Cloudhawk didn’t hesitate and lunged at his target! His black sword whipped through the air.

As the power of the blade left his sword, it carved a deep trench across the several meters that separated them. Both the table and the stool that Blackfiend sat on exploded into splinters, and the slash of power bit into the bandit king’s flesh. The sheer force carved right through him.


23 / The Young Man


After three years with the veterans of Hell’s Valley, the Cloudhawk of today was completely different than the wastelander scrub he was in the past. In every way, he had matured, most notably in the physical department. This manifested in increased speed, power, sensitivity, tougher constitution, and more.

Cloudhawk’s swipe from Quiet Carnage was proof of his progress. He could say, without boasting, that anything less than a senior demon hunter was no threat to him. Even against established hunters, he could draw on explosive power and his rare collection of powers to win more often than not.

The attack against Blackfiend would cut down someone twice as strong as the bandit king. After all, a body was naught but flesh no matter how strong the muscles. How could one survive against a blow that would split steel?

Blackfiend stared ahead at what appeared to be an empty tent when the ground was suddenly split by some unseen force. The table placed before him was blasted apart, and yet, there was no reaction from outside. The bodyguards he had set at the tent entrance did not react, ignorant of what was happening inside. Why would they? There was not a single sound that they could hear.

Cloudhawk didn’t reveal himself at all during the attack.

His invisibility cloak was a high-ranked relic, but it wasn’t invincible. During use, a sudden blast of resonance from another relic could interrupt or outright cancel its abilities. Because of this, in previous fights, Cloudhawk would sneak up on his victims and revealed himself only the moment he attacked. This, unfortunately, left him open for a counter.

However, he left no trace this time. The slash of light seemed to come from nowhere, belched from another dimension.

Cloudhawk’s command over his relics had improved. Unless he pulled out all the stops for an attack, he could maintain invisibility. It was a small improvement but was one that made him infinitely more dangerous.

From across the tent, Blackfiend was cut open from jaw to abdomen.

In that instant, his expression went slack. There was no reaction as if this mortal blow had happened to someone else. Nor was there any blood from the new fissure that nearly split his torso. Instead, black fog oozed from the wound. Tendrils of it reached out, and as Cloudhawk watched, Blackfiend’s black flesh was knit back together. When it was done, there wasn’t even a scar.

The Warden scowled. No wonder that asshole Cyclops worshipped this guy. His abilities far outstripped that of any normal person. His body really did seem immortal.

As the bandit king’s body was recovering, the tent’s interior was enveloped in black mist. His silhouette was barely visible, a nightmare in the fog. His eyes began to simmer with a dangerous red light when he suddenly darted forward. Blackfiend’s large claws swiped wildly through the air, and it all happened before Cloudhawk could blink.

This guy moved at the speed of sound! His flurry of blows created a web of energy.

“Back off!”

Cloudhawk hacked with Quiet Carnage to cut the web apart. It was like striking an iron wall. His blade stopped dead. With no other recourse, he let his invisibility fade but activated the phase stone’s energy field. As he appeared before Blackfiend, the bandit king’s slicing net slipped right through him. The goose-down carpet beneath Cloudhawk’s feet kicked up a cloud of severed feathers. Shards of fabric rose as well, igniting from some unseen energy and filling the air with flashes of heat and color. A flash in the pan and then, darkness. However, the uncomfortable feeling that hung in the air remained.

Cloudhawk felt a crushing sense of danger come over him.

Blackfiend was too strong. As the web of energy rushed through him, he felt the phase stone’s field ripple and nearly collapse. He was lucky – the Cloudhawk from three years ago would have been cut into neat little cubes.

Cloudhawk, of course, wasn’t just going to sit around and take a beating.

Blackfiend was fast, but to someone who could effortlessly follow a bullet’s trajectory like Cloudhawk, he was nothing to gawk over. A hand whipped back and pulled a silver weapon from his waist. It was a strange tool, less a throwing dagger and more a pointed cone. It was a specially made throwing weapon that was very slender and ended in a very sharp point.

Four of them burst out all at once, faster than if they’d been fired from a rifle. At this distance, it would have been near impossible to dodge, yet Blackfiend – whatever the fuck he was – didn’t even bother to try. Two caught him in the chest, one stuck in his throat, and the last one struck right between the eyes.

Cloudhawk’s capabilities were nothing to sniff at. They all found purchase in the bandit king’s body. Each one would have claimed the life of a normal person by itself. They would then, of course, have an effect on Blackfiend. The black-skinned monstrosity stopped mid-fight.

“Aaaaauuurrrgghh!”

He released another guttural roar.

The sound of it was contained and didn’t reach outside. However, with a burst of strength, the awl-spikes popped out of his body. Curling wisps of smoke seeped from the injuries.

Cloudhawk was ready for something like this. One of the spikes passed right through him before tearing through the tent walls. There were four punctures now that let in light from the outside. One of the guards screamed in pain, and Cloudhawk heard something heavy hit the ground.

My turn! Cloudhawk brought his arm around as hard as he could, and another boomerang of energy leaped from Quiet Carnage.

It was aimed towards Blackfiend’s waist, and before the freak could react, it swept right through him. As it whipped past and through the tent, a loud “rrrip” sounded out like someone tearing a sheet of paper. Guards that were entering the tent were not prepared and were split in half, dead before they could figure out what happened.

“What’s going on? Boss!”

Several of the bandit leaders had heard by now and raced towards the din. When they arrived, they found Blackfiend’s tent collapsed and corpses strewn around it. The clash between Cloudhawk and the bandit leader had encompassed mere seconds and had been almost entirely silent until the end. When they finally managed to pull the heavy tent fabric aside, what the leaders saw shocked them.

The body of the bandit king lay on the ground in two halves. He’d been cut in half at the waist, severed completely. The vicious scene left them dumbfounded. Blackfiend’s top half lay unmoving, his eyes closed as chaos erupted all around.

Strangely, not a drop of blood came from the injuries. No pool of gore had gathered as one might expect. There were only plumes of that black mist that resembled ethereal tentacles reaching out for his bottom half. One by one, they gripped onto onyx-black flesh and pulled, tugged. Horrified and awe-struck eyes watched as their master’s body stitched itself back together. 

Shocked cries rippled through the crowd.

Blackfiend pulled himself to his feet and opened his eyes. With a calm expression, he looked over the others and then stretched his neck to the sound of popping joints.

“Blackfiend the Undying!”

“Blackfiend the Undying!”

“Blackfiend the Undying!”

All who witnessed it fell to their knees in worship. His closest subordinates tripped over themselves to speak. “Someone dared to attack the master here in our home! Gather some men and find who it was!”

If Cloudhawk had stuck around, he would have been as astounded as everyone else. Blackfiend looked exactly the same as he did before their fight even though Cloudhawk had indeed cut him right in half. Blackfiend spoke to his men without a hint of concern, “If the assassin can enter without a trace, he can leave just as easily. You will not catch him – don’t burden your men with a task they can’t complete.”

Dread gripped the hearts of all the bandits. What sort of person was this assassin who could slip into the heart of their stronghold and strike at their leader? How strong was he who could cut Blackfiend apart with one blow and then disappear like smoke? Everyone knew how strong the master was, but he’d still lost. Was this assassin a demon hunter sent from the Elysian lands?

Impossible!

“He is nothing but a rat skulking in the shadows. Pay him no mind.” With a voice deep and coarse, Blackfiend calmly gave his orders. “Keep this business from spreading and continue to focus on growing our ranks. We need more. More soldiers, more men of quality.”

“Yes, sire!”

Blackfiend the Undying did not seem at all perturbed by the assassination attempt, even going so far as to orders his men to ignore it. If their living god was not worried, then why should it trouble them? These men were long-time followers of Blackfiend and followed his wishes to the letter. Whatever happened to Blackfiend when he vanished into the wastelands, he came back greatly changed. He returned to them reborn, more god than man.
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Cloudhawk burst back into their makeshift tent, breathing heavily. Reappearing from thin air, he flopped onto the ground while fighting for breath.

“Fuck! What a pain in the ass, that guy!”

Barb had recently returned and was visibly surprised when Cloudhawk popped in out of nowhere. “You didn’t actually fight him, did you?”

Autumn nearly leaped to her feet. “We’ve been found out! We have to get out of here!”

“Shit, I walked in here in one piece, didn’t I? What the fuck are you freaked out about? Sit down, you wuss.” Cloudhawk picked up a chipped bowl and drank down the turbid drinking water within. He didn’t care that it wasn’t the cleanest. “It didn’t go… exactly as planned, but I got to test our enemy. He’s stronger than I thought and is maybe a demon hunter. But, he is different somehow. If he isn’t dealt with, he’s gonna cause a whole mountain of shit.”

Barb was most surprised by his words. Was this Blackfiend actually strong enough to threaten Skycloud?

Blackfiend’s history was definitely strange, and they had no way of knowing what happened. What was obvious was that no normal methods were going to put him down. All of a sudden, Cloudhawk realized he’d stepped right into a steaming pile of shit, and it was going to be hard to get the stink off.

For the next few days, the small group kept their heads down.

Boondocks didn’t react at all to the assassination attempt. Either they didn’t know or didn’t care. Eventually, a gong sounded, and all the new folks hoping to win Blackfiend’s favor were gathered. It wasn’t a huge crowd, but there were at least a hundred or so potential recruits. Not all of them would be accepted, of course. There was a screening process to see who was worthy of representing the Highwaymen.

Cloudhawk lurked among the crowd, trying to stay inconspicuous. He peeked between the press of hopeful recruits as someone greeted them.

Blackfiend was clad in simple grey robes. He approached the crowd, flanked by his closest henchmen. Cloudhawk was instantly suspicious, however, because this man was different from the one he saw before. The stiff, puppet-like quality was gone. This man seemed as alive as anyone else.

“I am Blackfiend. You are here to join my people, the Highwaymen. I will tell you that only the useful will be admitted.” He paused, looking over the prospects before continuing. “I will begin by introducing someone to you, a newcomer to our family yet to celebrate the anniversary of his first year with the Highwaymen. However, in that time, he has already been promoted to underboss of our family. Today is as good an opportunity as any for you all to grow acquainted.”

As Blackfiend’s words hung in the air, a young man with long hair stepped forward.

He was about twenty. His body was wrapped in a wide cloak. In his left hand, he held a white strip of cloth while his right was perched on the handle of a staff. He looked young, but after Blackfiend’s introduction, no one let slip a hint of defiance. What’s more, anyone with a keen eye could see that his weapon, while plain, was more than it seemed. That was an exorcist rod – a demon hunter’s weapon.

Knowing he was a demon hunter was enough to earn everyone’s compliance!

Surprise was clear among the crowd. Could it be that Skycloud’s greatest warriors, the fabled demon hunters, were also in service to Blackfiend? It was almost unthinkable out here in the wastelands!

None were as surprised as Cloudhawk, though. But, it wasn’t just that this young man was a demon hunter. He knew him. All those years ago... the borderlands… the sewers.

It was Squall!


24 / The Underboss


Asha had told him Squall was still alive. He’d come to visit her several times.

Cloudhawk and the young Bloomnettle survivor hadn’t known each other long, but both had played an important role in each other’s lives. Cloudhawk considered him a friend. He’d thought more than once about what it would be like if they met again, but never in a thousand years would he have imagined it would be like this.

It was more proof that fate loved to play with its human victims.

Squall wasn’t an outright Elysian. That was particularly true now as he was considered a fugitive in the eyes of his former people. But, people in his position typically sought out membership in the Dark Atom. Down in the bowels of Skycloud, he and the others had been taken care of by Majjhima – an agent of the Dark Atom. It would make sense. With no one else to turn to, Squall should have thrown in his lot with Wolfblade.

It was almost unthinkable that the carefree, kind-hearted young man from years ago would choose to join these thugs. More than that, he had been promoted to crew underboss already. Such a dramatic change was staggering, to say the least.

The Squall standing before Cloudhawk now was more mature than he remembered. He’d ditched the braid of his youth and let long hair flow down to his shoulders. A simple headband kept it in place, lending him a more heroic appearance. Time and the elements marked his skin, tan and rough. A pair of hard eyes smoldered like candles, both familiar and strange. It was impossible to know what the young man had experienced down in the darkness, but whatever it was had changed him.

“Like you brave, strong men, my time with the family has been short. By luck, our master has chosen to gift me with my position. As he said, we will not accept weakness. If you want to be one of the Highwaymen, then you’ll need to prove you have something to contribute.”

Squall stood before the potential recruits, his voice carrying across the crowd.

“I’m not going to waste everyone’s time with bullshit. This is your shot; challenge me or another crew boss. Survive ten blows and you’re in. Beat me or another crew boss and you take our place. On the other hand, don’t blame us if you choke biting off more than you can chew.”

The Highwaymen weren’t the sort to be bogged down by rules. The challenges started right away.

Whispers spread through the crowd as people tried to work out their plans. While people were still muttering, a thin middle-aged man stepped forward. “I challenge you!”

The first public challenge came faster than expected. Obviously, whoever this man was, he had a high opinion of himself.

Squall looked over the contender. The middle-aged man was rail-thin, pale, and had sunken eyes. Everything about him was dull and downtrodden like he was carved from heartless stone. His clothes were worn, and a scabbard wrapped in bits of cloth hung from his waist. On his back was strung a chipped wine gourd. Next to him, a young boy shifted uncomfortably. He didn’t seem like an offering. Perhaps he was the man’s son.

“Good.” Squall said nothing further. He just walked forward and gripped his exorcist rod. “What’s your name?”

“Green Snake.” The man’s eyes were sharp, fixed. He put his hand on the hilt of his sword and stood at the ready. “Careful, ‘underboss.’ Once my sonic sword is drawn, I don’t put it away until it’s had some fun.”

Squall replied with a self-confident grin, “Sonic sword. That’s a famous martial move, isn’t it? Are you a martial artist?”

Green Snake didn’t answer. He reached back and pulled the wine gourd from his back and handed it to the young boy, who took it dutifully. His sunken, drawn eyes turned to Squall. Then, he attacked.

The crowd could hardly see him as he was so fast. He flung his sword, still wrapped in cloth. In the same instant, he jumped up and grabbed the hilt of the sword from the air with a deep growl. An explosive sound boomed like a cannon. As the blade’s scabbard fired off towards Squall like a ballista bolt, the cold light of the sword inside was revealed.

Squall’s eyes gleamed.

Clang!

His exorcist rod whistled through the air and knocked the scabbard aside, which embedded itself in a nearby wall. Cracks spread through the stone until, all at once, the wall exploded outward. If just the scabbard could cause this sort of damage, what could Green Snake’s sword do? They were about to see, for his follow-up attack came on the heels of the first.

The exorcist rod continued to whip around in a full circle before returning to Squall’s hand. A deafening screech of metal on metal rang out as staff and blade met.

“Nice!”

Bandits cheered and recruits watched with fervent attention. The first challenger obviously had skill, and this newly-elevated underboss was something too. Everyone knew that demon hunters weren’t usually close-combat fighters, but the young Highwayman had yet to use his demon hunter powers. This meant he could hold his own even without them.

Jumping through the air and flinging his scabbard, Green Snake had shown his martial talent. He was by no means a master but was still a student of martial arts. Men like him often held high station in the Elysian army. And this was just his first attack, meant to gauge what Squall was capable of.

Squall obliged with a counterattack.

Green Snake watched, calm and ready to react. His sword was made from special materials, which made it sharp enough to cut through iron. He felt it could easily keep the simple-looking staff off of him. With a flash in his green eyes, their two weapons met again. Green Snake flicked his wrist, and though no one saw him gather any sort of energy, a burst of power pulsed from his sword.

Sonic sword! Green Snake’s greatest stroke!

The speed of sound was considered a barrier for most warriors. However much you trained or however strong you became, using nothing but your body to surpass the speed of sound was incredibly difficult to do. It was impossible unless one overcame the constraints of the outside world and drew on the potential of every cell, every fiber. This was what martial artists called true power.

Be it in the air or underwater, a warrior could summon tremendous amounts of power. Those who mastered the potential in their bodies didn’t need to be on solid ground to summon it. Their bodies were like a bowstring, only needing to be pulled taut and then fired. Almost all at once, Green Snake delivered a dozen rapid-fire strikes with his sword in a torrent. This was a technique no normal fighter could muster. Only those with special training could do it safely.

Squall brandished his staff at the flurry, and the two weapons clashed twenty, thirty times in quick succession. The air was alive with sparks, and the deafening sound of their contest pierced the ear. However, Green Snake’s onslaught was proving too much. Squall was slowly being pushed back.

For the moment, the middle-aged warrior had the advantage. However, he suddenly juked backward, causing Squall to overextend and swipe at empty space.

Green Snake flung his sword.

The weapon spun through the air like a boomerang, aimed at Squall’s waist. It was perfectly executed, a technique that required tremendous skill. If properly used in a fight, it could turn the tide. But, Squall was quick and leaped up and over the sword before it could find its mark.

It carved a path through the air and started to head back towards the sword’s owner.

Green Snake saw it. Now was his chance. Squall wasn’t a martial artist, but even a demon hunter couldn’t dodge when he was in midair. This was his opportunity to put the underboss down with one well-placed strike.

He snatched the sword out of the air and jumped, aiming a definitive strike at Squall.

The demon hunter’s exorcist rod released an ear-piercing squeal as he hurled it like a javelin. However, Green Snake was ready. He knew the young man was a demon hunter and had been holding back. But, wasn’t it too late now? The middle-aged challenger deftly twisted out of the staff’s path.

Boom!

When the staff hit the ground, it left a crater several meters in diameter. The black-metal weapon was fixed right in the very center.

The crowd stared, wide-eyed, as though they’d been struck by lightning. If Squall had started the fight with a blow like that, Green Snake’s flimsy sword would have been powerless. Now, it was too late. It seemed like Blackfiend’s newest underboss would soon be replaced. 

Green Snake did not hold back. He drew every ounce of vigor from within him and focused it into his right fist, up through the sword, and into its tip.

Squall reacted in a way no one expected. He reached out and grabbed the blade with his bandaged left hand. As he did, the strips of cloth began to disintegrate. Inch by inch, they dissolved to ash, revealing his arm and the crisscrossing tattoos beneath. However, these were no ordinary tattoos. The lines blazed with red light.

To Green Snake, the sensation was like he had shoved his sword into a sponge.

When Squall had gathered enough energy, it was like his whole arm had swelled to twice its original size. The light pouring from them gradually darkened to a purple before Squall shoved his hand forward, releasing all of the pent-up energy.

Green Snake’s sword detonated. From tip to hilt, it fractured into a hundred thousand metal shards and exploded towards its bearer.

Green Snake hit the ground but couldn’t avoid all the shrapnel. Curiously, he was only slightly wounded.

“Not bad! You have some talent.” Squall walked over to him unscathed while rewrapping his arm with a bandage. “Enough to be a crew boss. Take crew sixteen. And from now on, you can consider yourself my aide. Of course, as long as master Blackfiend approves.”

Blackfiend acquiesced with a nod.

He’d lost, but the martial artist had done enough to impress his betters. He was awarded command over a crew. Green Snake didn’t say anything as he rose and returned to the crowd. The young boy handed back the gourd he’d been protecting.

Squall sent his eyes searching once more through the crowd. “Who’s next?”

Another smallish man stepped forward with another challenge for Squall.

He figured that now was the right time. Squall had to be a little tired from the last exchange, and he now knew a little of what the demon hunter could do. The short fellow knew he didn’t have the same skill as Green Snake, but he was still confident that he was good enough. Ten moves, that’s all he had to handle. Maybe they’d make him a crew boss too.

The result was not what the small man hoped. Squall burst open his skull with one blow from the exorcist rod. 

“This opportunistic shit thought he had what it took. Clearly, he didn’t.” Squall was covered with blood and bits of brain matter. His gruesome appearance combined with his mysteriously bandaged arm made him an intimidating presence. Two men had challenged him with two vastly different outcomes.

“Continue!”

The rest of the crowd shared nervous glances.

The young underboss might have looked harmless with his lopsided grin, but he didn’t hold back when it came to killing. No wonder he was such an important member of the Highwaymen.


25 / Paying a Visit


The Highwaymen’s leadership had a simple attitude: their people either needed to have a useful skill or needed to know how to handle themselves in a fight.

After what they saw, no one in the crowd made the mistake of underestimating the young demon hunter anymore. Challenges for his position suddenly and conspicuously dried up. Recruits like Green Snake were rare, and most of the others hoping to become Highwaymen were just hoping for their support. To them, the Highwaymen were a means to survive in the harsh wastelands, and that was good enough.

Squall’s sudden appearance was striking to Barb. “Shock” didn’t even begin to describe her reaction. Even though Cloudhawk had warned her that the Highwaymen had a connection to Skycloud, she didn’t believe it until she saw the young demon hunter for herself. Barb secretly watched from behind the crowd. At this distance, Squall wouldn’t be able to see her clearly. Besides, they’d known each other only a short time when they met in the Sandbar and never kept in touch afterward.

She didn’t recognize Squall. All she could tell was that he was a demon hunter and a young one at that. Someone with his talent at his age would certainly have a bright future. But, if that were so, why betray the faith and join this band of ruffians? Could it really be true that the Highwaymen had ties to the Elysians?

When Autumn learned that a demon hunter was among these bandits, she was also taken by surprise. She couldn’t help but wonder. “What do you know about him? Can you handle the demon hunter if you have to?”

They already learned that the Highwaymen’s leader was beyond Cloudhawk’s ability to kill on his own. Now, with a demon hunter in the mix, things were getting even more complicated. What were they going to do?

“One on one with exorcist staves? I’m not of afraid of anyone!” Barb threw her shoulders back pridefully. She’d watched Squall fight. He could fight, sure, but Barb was confident that she could hold her own. However, she suddenly frowned as she remembered something. “But, he’s got that strange relic tattooed on his body. I’m not sure I can take him. But his Excellency? He shouldn’t have a problem.”

Squall packed a punch, literally and figuratively. Three years ago, he had about the same physical capabilities as Cloudhawk. The difference between them was measured in psychic energy and quality of relics. Now, three years later, Squall had come to learn a lot about the skills of a demon hunter. He also had that strange relic. And besides, who knew what he’d learned since disappearing from the public eye?

“Things have gotten a little sideways.” Cloudhawk mentally weighed his options before coming to a decision. “I know this demon hunter. He’s a good guy. I don’t know what brought him here, but I’m sure he’s got his reason.”

Both the women wore their doubt openly in their expressions. Could he still be called a “good guy” if he was part of an organization that raped, murdered, and robbed indiscriminately?

Cloudhawk looked toward Barb. “Actually, you know him too.”

“I do? No way…”

Squall had changed a lot in three years, and he was disguised. Since Barb didn’t have Cloudhawk’s gift for espionage, she hadn’t been able to get a closer look. Cloudhawk wasn’t sure how to explain the truth.

“It’s complicated, but suffice it to say, we can’t hang around any longer.” They’d come here to deal with Blackfiend and hopefully resolve the issue before it became a problem. Evidently, the Highwaymen’s leader was more trouble than he’d anticipated, and now, there was Squall to deal with as well. Circumstances were a lot more complex than he thought they would be, so plans would have to change. “We need to come up with a way to get out of here.”

For the last few days, the Highwaymen had been searching the wastelands for them to no avail. Sooner rather than later, those teams were going to begin coming back to Boondocks. If their identities were then exposed, fleeing would be impossible. They needed to go now and get back to the mission at hand in Fishmonger’s Borough. 

Luckily, Boondocks didn’t take them too far out of the way. Once they got out of the Highwaymen’s hideaway, they could be on their way directly.

Cloudhawk set about formulating their plan of escape. Barb produced her needles and began to distribute them between herself and her senior. While Cloudhawk slinked through the city’s dark alleys in search of an escape route, Barb would follow every step. Together, they could work out a solution.

While he was out scouting, the mission of protecting Autumn fell to Barb. The young demon hunter wasn’t the strongest warrior, but she wasn’t a push-over either. So long as she was careful, neither of them would be in danger.

Cloudhawk also had another motive for looking around. Now that he knew Squall was nearby, he had to see him face-to-face. He wanted to know what the Bloomnettle survivor had done in the last few years that brought him to this place.

In the early hours of the morning, all was quiet. Now, when the bandits had yet to sleep off their alcohol and the sun had yet to rise, was the best time for Cloudhawk to move around.

Boondocks wasn’t a big place. Following a relic’s song, he quickly found Squall’s tent. Upon making sure it was the same resonance he sensed before, Cloudhawk entered without so much as a word.

Squall’s tent was much smaller than Blackfiend’s though was still much larger than most. It was humbly decorated with no fancy carpets or expensive furniture. At present, Squall was inside speaking with a middle-aged man: Green Snake, the one who had challenged him earlier.

The young boy who was always at his side was present as well. He held the wine gourd tightly to his tiny frame.

Cloudhawk took a moment to regard the boy. He was around ten but was very quiet and detached for his age. He seemed completely different from how he’d seemed during the daytime. His eyes were dual wells, deep and inscrutable, and so lacking in emotion that it was almost unsettling. 

At first, Cloudhawk thought the boy was Green Snake’s son. While rare, it wasn’t unheard of for a strong father to wander the wastes taking care of his child. However, looking at them now, Cloudhawk got the suspicion that was not the case.

Firstly, Green Snake’s mannerisms revealed a deep respect for the youth. That in and of itself was incredibly odd. More surprisingly, based on the way they sat and talked, it seemed as though Squall knew them both.

Green Snake stood to one side holding a new sword. Cloudhawk’s first assumption had been wrong, for it was the child who did most of the talking.

He couldn’t hear what they were saying. Cloudhawk stepped forward to try to get within earshot but unwittingly trampled something with his foot: a trap, cleverly hidden though simple. A line that, when pulled taut, rang a small bell. Its gentle chime announced his presence.

“Who’s there!?”

Green Snake’s half-lidded eyes snapped open. Squall shot to his feet, exorcist rod already in hand. The boy looked too, but all his keen eyes saw was air. 

Cloudhawk instinctively pulled out his own weapon. In that same instant, he felt a blanket of energy settle down over him – and not just him for it seemed to overflow from the tent and envelop the whole area. It was like he was suddenly caught in an enormous, invisible bubble where sound was snuffed out. Whatever happened in this tent, the outside world wouldn’t hear a thing, nor could they hear what was happening outside.

Cloudhawk followed up by hacking his sword at Squall.

Green Snake saw the streak of energy appear from nothing and ripped his sword from its sheath. In a blinding series of moves, he carved a protective defensive net cutting them off from this unseen attacker. Green Snake, as a martial artist, was capable of superhuman speed. Each slash moved at the speed of sound, and it took only an instant for an overwhelming number of blows to come raining down.

Faced with the airtight defense, Cloudhawk reacted by taking a swipe. Quiet Carnage tore into the web of blows and dissipated it. Green Snake’s new sword shattered into pieces. He went sailing back and struck the floor hard enough to knock the breath out of him. Hands shaking uncontrollably, they dripped fresh blood.

Cloudhawk’s second strike followed, but it wasn’t aimed at Squall or Green Snake. His sword struck at the boy.

All of a sudden the child’s eyes went wide. Tiny arms flung the wine gourd in his hands high into the air where the plain-looking receptacle belched a wave of power. A river of reddish-purple energy poured out of it and congealed into a skeletal warrior clad in scarlet armor. Though only bones and steel, the skeleton held itself with a regal bearing like that of a mighty general. In addition to its protective gear, it also bore a large two-handed broadsword that gleamed like a snow-capped hill. It roared – a strange and terrifying sound – and rushed towards Cloudhawk’s unseen form.

Cloudhawk was right. The relic he felt earlier was the gourd. This one who looked like a child was actually a demon hunter.

However old he was, he definitely wasn’t ten. Maybe it was some natural ailment that made him look so young. Green Snake was his cover so that it wouldn’t be strange for a young child to meet with Squall.

The skeletal warrior was cleaved apart within moments of being summoned. Gloom filled the child’s face as both of his guardians fell. He gathered up the bones of the skeleton and held them aloft, his eyes hysterical. The gourd produced another pair while the third and fourth began to coalesce from the violet mist.

A summoning relic like this could probably continue to call skeletons until the whole tent was full of them. If he didn’t deal with the demon hunter first, things would quickly spiral out of control. It wouldn’t be long before someone outside the mute field discovered what was happening.

As Cloudhawk threw everything into his attack, his stealth melted away. With one mighty swing from Quiet Carnage, a blast of power raced towards three of the skeletons. They each brought their massive swords before them to defend but were easily shattered. Cloudhawk’s sword swept across their waists, cutting them down like weed stalks.  There was enough residual power in the strike to reach the mysterious boy.

That’s when Squall reacted.

He leaped from behind to put himself between the boy and his attacker. He deflected the wave of energy with the already whirling exorcist rod in his right hand while grasping at it with his left. The biting gash of energy shrank and then vanished as though it had been swallowed up. The bandages covering his tattooed arm were cut to ribbons, revealing the gleaming eldritch lines beneath. 

“So it was you.” Squall narrowed his eyes as he saw their attacker step out from the shadows. He couldn’t help but greet Cloudhawk with a queer look. “When did you get so strong?”

Cloudhawk lowered his weapon. The mask against his face kept his features hidden as the two stared at each other from across the tent. That tattered grey cloak fluttered, though there was no breeze, as he melted back into view. “Not bad yourself, Squall.”

“It was you who cut Blackfiend in half two days ago, wasn’t it?” A wry grin split Squall’s face. “Frankly speaking, I’d never seen anyone do what you did. Obviously, I’m no match for you. Why are you here?”

“I could ask you the same thing.” Cloudhawk fixed his old friend with a stare. “What are you doing in a place like this?”

“It’s a long story,” Squall said as he shook his head and sighed. He first turned to Green Snake and the boy, silently signaling that all was well. The child stopped channeling through his gourd, and Green Snake climbed back onto his feet. Both kept their eyes fixed on Cloudhawk, alert. Squall pointed to a chair. “Sit and talk for a minute?”

“No time,” Cloudhawk replied. He was in a rush, so he cut to the chase. “I need your help.”


26 / All In One Shot


After three years apart, this was their reunion.

A lot had changed for Squall. He’d become taller, stronger, more rugged. His clothes and hair had changed with him. But more than those surface differences, Squall had transformed from the inside out.

A thin beard peppered his face, and his long black hair had grown down to his shoulders. He seemed to be blanketed in a chilly aura that persisted all the time – the presence of a man who was no stranger to killing. He had the impression of someone who had been scarred by the tempest that was life, baptized in the cruel reality of the wastelands. Time had stripped the youthful idealism from the Bloomnettle heir. In both mind and body, he was a man.

Physically, there was a notable difference between his left and right arm. It was almost like it had been cut off someone else and stitched onto him. It didn’t belong. It was obvious that Squall had suffered, even more so than when Cloudhawk knew him.

No wonder Barb hadn’t recognized him. You couldn’t blame her imperfect memory or the distance between them when she’d tried to sneak a peek. He was a completely different person from the one she met in the borderlands. He hadn’t been a full-fledged demon hunter back then, just a boy full of hope and energy. He had worshipped Arcturus Cloude, and his greatest dream was to one day be a demon hunter like him.

Now, three years later, at least part of that dream was realized. He was a demon hunter and was even stronger than Barb.

But, the jovial young man was gone, and the Squall he’d grown to become found himself the underboss of the Highwaymen. He commanded a group of men known for rape, murder, and banditry. Those he called family were responsible for a great deal of blood and suffering throughout the wastelands.

What could have happened to change a man so thoroughly? Right now, however, that wasn’t a pressing question for Cloudhawk. His priority was trying to figure out how to escape in one piece.

Squall could see that Cloudhawk wasn’t interested in playing catch-up, so he didn’t press him. “Alright. Although I’m not sure why you tried to kill Blackfiend, he is far too strong for you to be a threat. You’re in deep shit if he finds you, so we won’t waste time with chit-chat. Go on, say what you need.”

Cloudhawk waved his sword, and a formless but palpable energy filled the tent.

Both Green Snake and the mysterious child continued to eye Cloudhawk with suspicion. He was standing only a few feet away, but neither could hear the words exchanged between him and Squall. It had to be some sort of power from the weapon he held.

“What the hell is Blackfiend? Is there a way to defeat him?” Cloudhawk paused for a minute before adding, “Also, the Highwaymen are hunting a woman because she has access to a secret trove. Why?”

“Sorry, there’s nothing I can tell you about the first question. From what I can tell, I don’t think Blackfiend is human. What he is exactly, though, I have no idea. I will say that beating him is probably impossible, and my advice is to get as far away as possible.” Squall didn’t know much about his current boss and made that clear. He hesitated before moving on to the second inquiry. “As for the one with the treasure… Blackfiend has talked about it before. He mentioned a woman from the Woodland Vale wandering the wastelands.”

“The Woodland Vale?”

“Yes, the legend of a wooded valley goes back a thousand years, to the war of the gods.” Squall went on to share the legend. “It is said that one of the gods rebelled against their kind and fled the war with a sacred treasure.”

“So Blackfiend’s after this treasure.”

“No, everyone’s after this treasure,” Squall corrected. “Whatever it is, the god’s stolen trinket is capable of producing limitless energy. The Woodland Vale has never lacked power for whatever it needed. Think about it. After a thousand years, the Vale has to have more energy stores than we could imagine. That’s why everyone wants to get their hands on this woman.”

Well, that explained why Autumn had been walking around with so much Ebonycrs. Those crystals were essentially condensed energy, and even Elysians valued them highly. All that was much truer for the energy-starved wastelands.

Autumn’s dim-witted persona didn’t stem from a lack of intelligence but rather her upbringing. Where she came from, they never lacked energy. Her trip to the wastelands was obviously her first time leaving whatever isolated village she came from. It definitely explained her ignorance.

Cloudhawk was still brimming with questions. “If Blackfiend knows it’s somewhere in the wastelands, why not just expand the search? Why does he need her?”

“You can’t imagine the power of the gods. The rebel deity protected the Vale with powers that hid it from normal people. Only those of a particular bloodline are permitted to enter, and unless I’m mistaken, that woman is one of the tribal leaders.” Here, Squall paused, his brows tightening. “Why do you ask? I’d heard she was being protected by a powerful demon hunter… wait. That must be you.”

Cloudhawk sighed, unwilling to hide the truth. “Unfortunately, that’s right.”

Squall’s eyes went wide with surprise. “Fuck. You’re the one who’s been hiding her?”

Cloudhawk’s next sentence showed Squall his surprise was premature. “No, I wasn’t hiding her. She essentially just fell into my lap. She’s actually here now, in Boondocks.”

The Highwaymen were scouring every inch of the blasted wastelands for a woman who was kicking her heels up here in their home. It was so dramatic that he had to stop himself from laughing.

“Well, you’re carrying a damn target on your ass. The Highwaymen, Dark Atom, big players in the northern barrens, Elysians… they all want what that girl represents.” Squall was floored by the turn of events. “What you’re doing is incredibly dangerous. You can’t handle such a treasure on your own. Get close to her, make nice, at least so you have some backup. Otherwise, even if you get your hands on that trove, you won’t be able to hold onto it.”

“Fuck, who the hell cares about this treasure? I sure as shit don’t. I had no idea who she was and now I’ve got this tiger by the tail. Let this prize go and I’m fucked. Hang on and I’m dead. Shit circumstances either way you cut it.” Cloudhawk was frustrated, and it showed. His words weren’t an exaggeration either. He couldn’t just abandon Autumn. It wasn’t in his character. He got straight to the point. “That’s why I’m here. Is there any way you can think of to help us get out of Boondocks?”

“This…” Squall’s sour expression showed his difficulty. He clenched his fists and eventually answered, “If it were just you, I could do something. But…”

Cloudhawk didn’t waste time with words. He only wanted an answer.

“Fine. Blackfiend trusts me. I can find a way to get you out of the city. Where is she right now? Bring me to her.”

Squall’s help was a big win for Cloudhawk. Boondocks’s security seemed loose but was actually pretty stringent. Walking out with a pair of women without explanation was a tall order. But, what was Squall’s aim? What was he doing here? Squall didn’t seem interested in sharing, so Cloudhawk didn’t ask. He was sure he’d find out eventually.

He waved a hand, and the mute field dissipated.

Squall turned to his two companions. “Green Snake, Imp[1], why don’t you head out?”

The two shared a quiet glance but did as instructed.

Barb and Autumn were in their tent in the outskirts of Boondocks when they saw the two figures coming. Squall, in turn, saw them in the distance. “Strange, two?”

“You know the other one. That’s Barb – you fought together in the Sandbar.”

Squall wracked his mind. It was only three years ago, but to him, a century might as well have passed. Eventually, it came to him. Barb was that crude and straightforward demon hunter. “Ah, her. I almost forgot. Wasn’t she all about traveling the world and proving herself? What’s she doing mixed up with you?”

“Just circumstance.”

“Since we’re bringing up old times, have you seen Asha?”

“Of course.” Cloudhawk hadn’t anticipated the question from Squall. “She also talked about you. Seems you’ve left an impression.”

Squall sheepishly scratched his head. Thinking of something, he heaved a gentle sigh and looked towards the tent. A glint entered his eyes. “I should stop and say hello, don’t you think? Though I doubt Barb remembers me.”

They approached the tent. But, as Squall was preparing to enter, Cloudhawk narrowed his eyes and looked around. Something didn’t feel right. “Hold up. It’s too quiet.”

Squall paused. 

Before he could ask what was wrong, Cloudhawk had already called on the phase stone. He reached into the pocket dimension and pulled free a bow. Quick as lightning, he whipped around, half-drew the bowstring and let fly. A ghostly arrow was shot forth, ripping through the canvas of a tent and running through a pair of bandits hiding inside. Their cries gave voice to the spray of blood that spurted through the tent flap.

All of a sudden, the area was a chaos of motion. Bandits poured in from all sides, hundreds of them.

Squall’s face darkened. “What the hell is going on? We were tailed?”

From among the crowd, a figure emerged. He was wrapped in grey robes and had skin as black as pitch that glimmered in the moonlight. His head of grey hair was cut short, which added to the lordly air of his tall figure. Blackfiend had come calling.

“Blackfiend,” Squall hissed. “You have to run.”

But how could he? Cloudhawk stood bolted in place.

Blackfiend was still approaching when his deep, scratchy voice arose. “As always Squall, you are my worthy Underboss. You’ve delivered the would-be assassin right to me. I’m sure it took considerable effort. Everyone, grab him. Remember to keep him alive.”

The hundreds of bandits raised their weapons all at once and screamed their war cries while grinning with bloodlust. Like a tidal wave, they came crashing down from all directions. They didn’t know who Cloudhawk was, but they knew he was a demon hunter. However, with Blackfiend the Undying at their backs, they weren’t afraid.

What did it matter if he was a demon hunter? Even a master demon hunter died like anyone else.

Squall was terrified. He called out in a low voice, “You’re strong enough to get yourself out of this, but only yourself. Don’t waste time and get out of here! I’ll find a way to deal with this mess.”

Cloudhawk’s eyes hardened as he stared down the sight of his bow. The string was pulled back and poised for his next shot. This time, it wasn’t the bandits but their leader he had in the crosshairs. Dust kicked up all around him and swallowed them up like a sandstorm.

He poured all the energy within him into a single arrow. Its crackling power was incredible!

“You know it in your heart. You cannot beat me.” Blackfiend faced the single pinpoint of light that was Cloudhawk’s arrow, but there was no fear in his face. “If you think this arrow will kill me, then I invite you to try. Fire. I will not move.”

“Undead, eh?” Cloudhawk’s eyes blazed. “Let’s see you put yourself back together after I blow you to fuckin’ pieces.”

“Just you?” The ends of Blackfiend’s mouth curled up ever so slightly. “Not likely.”

“We’ll just have to see!” Cloudhawk reached out with his psychic power and called on the phase stone’s hidden essence. It rose to his summons, melding with his own powers. Yes – it was the same attack he’d used to defeat Frost, but he was not using a sword this time. All of that energy congealed within the exorcist bow.

Although the weapon was among the most basic of relics, it was still of quality make. The amount of energy it could contain was staggering, proven by the sheer amount of the stone’s power coursing through it. The force of this blow would be greater than even what a high-rank demon hunter could produce. As it formed into an arrow, the light cast from it blinded the eye.

“I can level a fuckin’ mountain with this one arrow! See what happens when you take it up the ass!”

Cloudhawk’s voice rang over the din like thunder. The terrifying essence he released was thrown out in waves and was strong enough to stop the bandits in their tracks. No one dared take another step closer.

Squall also stared at him, eyes wide and mouth agape. How could he have become so strong?

All the while, Blackfiend’s expression never changed. Like the others, he felt the suffocating power pointed at him, but when he spoke, his voice was as even as a lake’s surface.

“Let’s find out.”

[1] I picked Imp for now because it evokes a sense of “small and tricky”, but I’m not terribly happy with it. The character’s name is 鬼童, ghost child. I searched for something in mythologies and d&d but couldn’t find something equivalent and pithy


27 / One Arrow's Strength


How powerful was this arrow? Simply put, it was beyond anything a normal person could imagine. The wind roared around like a tiger and whipped up everything in a ten-meter diameter. Sand danced through the air in tendrils like earthen snakes. The well-made bow was struggling to contain all the energy, a fact given voice by an unsettling crack as the string was drawn. It could explode at any moment.

The coalescing power of the arrow was brighter than the sun, and its blinding rays tore off in every direction. Looking at it, witnesses couldn’t see the man behind the bow. Cloudhawk shifted, struggling to hold the bow steady. Wherever it was pointed, overwhelming pressure followed. Tents in his line of sight whipped and shook, threatening to get blown into the invisible tempest.

All of the Highwaymen’s rough and rugged bandits stared in shock and trepidation.

They’d heard that demon hunters could do incredible things, but this was beyond all expectations. To them, even a god would shirk from the threat of this arrow. Never had these simple criminals seen the full might of a demon hunter on display, and they failed to keep their composure. What they felt was more than fear. It struck them in the deepest parts of their minds.

Blackfiend was worshipped by his people for the same reason anyone was obeyed in the wastelands – he was strong. Nearly all the members of the Highwaymen were cowed by the mere suggestion of what their leader could do. Now, they were faced with a nameless demon hunter who displayed capabilities they never thought possible. How would such a demonstration affect their faith?

The arrow had not been released, yet the terror it evoked held them fast. What calamity would ensue once Cloudhawk relaxed his fingers?

The Warden was convinced that this arrow would blow Blackfiend into unrecognizable pieces. Blackfiend knew it too. It didn’t matter how strong he was. Blackfiend was made of flesh and bone. No creature made of such fragile material would survive this arrow. However, much to everyone’s amazement, Blackfiend stood calmly in its path. Even as the world roared in protest around Cloudhawk, Blackfiend’s face never changed. He merely fixed the would-be assassin with a dark, venomous glare.

Their leader’s calm bolstered the Highwaymen’s courage. If Blackfiend did not flinch as the target, then they had nothing to fear from this demon hunter. Of course, they still hesitated to wonder how this conflict would end.

As Cloudhawk’s energy reached its peak, Blackfiend leaned forward ever so slightly. He was inviting the arrow. What followed was a scene that dumbfounded the onlookers.

Cloudhawk whipped around and pointed the bow towards the young man by his side.

Squall immediately felt the crushing weight of the energy wash over him, which threatened to erase his presence. The pressure of it was so great that he felt himself physically sink an inch into the muddy ground. He was held fast.

“Cloudhawk, you…” Squall managed to stagger backwards two steps before stopping. “What are you doing?”

Cloudhawk’s face was as cold as ice. “Cut the shit. I knew you were up to something from the start.”

When Barb read Cyclops’s memory, there was never any indication of Squall’s presence. The red-masked bandit was one of Blackfiend’s right-hand men. Squall rose to the position of underboss in less than a year, was held in high regard by Blackfiend, but one of his oldest lieutenants had never heard of him?

Squall’s appearance here was too much of a coincidence.

A day after Cloudhawk fought Blackfiend, Squall showed up. This could mean only one thing – Squall knew it was Cloudhawk from the beginning. He also knew the Warden was connected to Autumn somehow.

That would explain why security had seemed so relaxed. Squall knew at least a little of what Cloudhawk could do, so he must have known that trying to flush him out would have been useless. Once Cloudhawk had his mind set on escape, no one could stop him.

There was no way for Squall to confirm Autumn’s identity. He also couldn’t know whether or not Cloudhawk had brought her into the city. As such, it was obvious that finding the girl would be hard. The clever choice was to dangle himself out as bait and grab his prey’s attention.

What’s more, after his first encounter with Blackfiend, Cloudhawk had to be frightened by the man’s power. He wouldn’t tip his hand again easily, so he had to be made to.

Squall was the perfect bait.

It did not require expert reasoning to guess that Cloudhawk would seek him out once he knew Squall was in the city. After revealing himself to Blackfiend, the hunted man would come looking for help. However, doing so put him right where they wanted. In looking for help, he would deliver himself and the girl right into their hands.

Squall stared at the condensed point of energy leveled at him. At this distance, there was no way he would survive. “You’re going to kill me?”

“Only because you’re trying to kill me.” Cloudhawk’s face was hidden behind the mask, but something about his bearing must have made him look conflicted. It was unexpected and unfortunate that the two men would find themselves in this standoff. “Blackfiend’s a puppet. I figured that out right away. He’s nothing but a special sort of relic. And the only person here that could control it is you, Squall. Blackfiend’s a tool – a story. The real leader of the Highwaymen is you. Am I right?”

Squall looked at him with shock and incredulity. “What the hell are you talking about?”

“If you’re gonna stand there and deny it, then I’ve got no more hope for you. Your arm gives it away. The tattoo is the same dark-type relic as Blackfiend. Ever since I fought it, I was wondering why it seemed so detached. It was because it was only fighting on instinct. For Blackfiend to then show up in front of everyone and act like a normal human meant it had to be rigged. Controlled.”

Outwardly, Blackfiend looked perfectly human. In reality, it was a device with no independent thought. Every word, every action, was controlled by someone else.

Without its controller nearby, the relic relied on instinct. That explained why it seemed so wooden when Cloudhawk fought Blackfiend in its tent. When he snuck into that tent, it happened to be a time when its master was not around.

The bow in his hands crackled with energy. Cloudhawk pulled the bowstring back further. “I’m willing to bet my life that when I let this arrow loose, everyone will see Blackfiend for the puppet it really is.”

The faux shock melted from Squall’s face as energy began to gather in his left arm. A cold, apathetic mask emerged. “Impressive. I didn’t think you’d notice.”

The two men stood mere inches away from one another. The sound from Cloudhawk’s bow and the wind it kicked up made their exchange inaudible to the other bandits.

While the Highwaymen stood stunned, not everyone remained motionless. Green Snake and Imp took their shot and attacked Cloudhawk from opposite sides. Blackfiend also surged forward.

Cloudhawk had guessed right. It was Squall all along.

There was only a split second to react. If he killed Squall with the arrow, Blackfiend would be taken care of as well. But, if he hesitated, even just for a second, he would be overwhelmed. Squall, Green Snake, Imp, and Blackfiend – four on one. His chance of escaping then would be slim to none.

For a fraction of a second, the two men exchanged a look.

Then, Cloudhawk released the string.

In the moment of release, it seemed like reality upended itself. Rivers flows backward and mountains danced as a deluge of energy erupted from the bow. The beam it released was two meters thick and carved a ravine sixty meters long. Anything in its path was completely disintegrated.

“Boss!”

Cries rang out among the bandits. They didn’t know what was going on, only that in the instant Blackfiend leaped at Cloudhawk, the assassin spun toward him and fired the bow. When the dust cleared, Blackfiend was a pile of ash and smoldering meat. There wasn’t anything left of him larger than a fist.

It wasn’t just Blackfiend who was obliterated either. A large swath of bandits unfortunately caught in the arrow’s path had also been snuffed out.

The Highwaymen stared in horror, struck dumb by a power that seemed able to level the pillars of heaven. Cloudhawk abused their momentary surprise to drop the bow and pull Quiet Carnage from its sheath. He put it against Squall’s throat and began to drag him backward. “Anyone dares take another step and I’ll kill him!”

The Highwaymen’s boss was a heap of entrails. Their second-in-command had been captured. After what they saw the demon hunter do, no one wanted to test him.

In the instant Cloudhawk released the bowstring, Squall was certain he was dead. But, the arrow wasn’t aimed at him. The sudden change from what he was expecting was dramatic, and it took him time to recover his wits. By the time he got a handle on things, Squall was already being dragged backwards by Cloudhawk. A grin split his lips. “That was a smart move. Use me as a hostage to clear an escape route. However, you’ll have to leave the girl behind.”

“Fuckin’ chatty aren’t ya? You’re in no position to tell me what I can and can’t do.” The deadly black blade was pressed against Squall’s throat. In a threatening growl, Cloudhawk shouted at the bandits who were nervously shuffling around him. “I’m counting to three. If you dimwitted cocksuckers don’t clear a path, I’ll slice his fuckin’ head off.”

The bandits were at a loss and looked at one another for guidance. 

Squall called out to them calmly, “What, are you deaf? Move!”

As the beleaguered thugs looked on, their fear was replaced with awe. For as Cloudhawk retreated with their underboss, the bits and pieces of their leader began to rise from the trench carved by the assassin’s arrow. Chunks of blackened flesh, the ash of what was left, all gathered together before their eyes and began to reform. First, it was a skeleton, then viscera, then flesh.

“Blackfiend, the Undying!”

“Blackfiend has come back to life!”

Even reduced to chum, Blackfiend was still able to reform itself from the remains. It was unkillable. But, Cloudhawk didn’t bother with that now. While the bandits were distracted, he shoved Squall aside, channeled his invisibility cloak, and then slipped away through the crowd.

“I’m fine.” Squall pushed off a group of bandits who’d come to look him over. He pointed to a nearby tent. “There are two women inside. Take them both. Don’t let them escape.”

The thugs rushed forward to do his bidding.

Inside were two figures lying on the ground. Bandits ripped the sacks covering their faces to reveal that they weren’t the women they were after. They were dressed properly and struggled like a woman might, but they were actually made of sand. They were decoys made by Cloudhawk.

The instant the bandits grabbed them, the figures melted into piles of silt.

Squall’s face darkened when he saw what happened. Only, thinking about it now, it made sense.

Cloudhawk was a clever one. It was no bluff. He must have known from the start. If he was suspicious of Squall, then the first thing he’d do was get the real women far away. It didn’t matter, though. Cloudhawk could come and go as he pleased, but trying to bring a pair of women along was going to make escape from Boondocks far more difficult.

“Gather everyone!” By now, Blackfiend had completely recovered, though his clothes remained ash. He stood naked before the bandits, every inch of his chiseled black body revealed. It glistened like oil in the firelight, invulnerable. Blackfiend’s commands were coldly violent. “Hunt him down. Bring him to me, alive or dead.”


28 / Clean Escape


“Die! Die!”

Cloudhawk called on the power of his invisibility cloak. In no time, he was a hundred meters away from the press of the crowd when an armored vehicle suddenly pulled up ahead. A bandit clambered onto the top behind a mounted machine gun and started to fire. The thug hoped a lucky bullet might catch the assassin.

But, it was no use.

Cloudhawk could see the path of every bullet as though it were drawn out for him. For the ones he couldn’t dodge, his phase stone protected him from harm. Even amidst a hail of bullets, so long as a concentrated stream wasn’t directed right at him, he would be fine.

No quarter was given. Cloudhawk pulled back on the exorcist bow’s string and let loose, firing an ethereal arrow into the barrel of the bandit’s gun. It exploded and shot molten shrapnel largely into its shooter’s chest. Sparks and blood rained from the sky.

Green Snake and Imp gave chase.

These two were different from the other henchmen and had enough skill to track the invisible Cloudhawk. The Warden leaped onto the armored vehicle and then again forward into the air. Midflight, he twisted around and fired another shot from his bow.

Quick as a whip, Green Snake kicked an iron spear off the ground in front of him and forward towards his enemy. When the spear and the energy arrow collided, a thunderous blast resulted.

Imp was watching the situation unfold. He had to be cautious, for although he was more capable than Green Snake, his talents didn’t extend to melee combat. Both his reaction time and physical constitution were nothing like the martial artist’s, so he wasn’t going to put himself in the bow’s path. For the time being, he maintained distance and waited for an opening.

Only, just then, a great roar erupted from the crowd. Blackfiend charged ahead, leading the others in pursuit.

Blackfiend could handle itself one-on-one against a high-ranking demon hunter. Cloudhawk’s success had been due to luck and trickery. Back in Blackfiend’s tent, no one had been controlling the puppet, and it’d been left to react purely on instinct. When under the command of the Highwaymen’s true leader – Squall – Blackfiend fought at an entirely different level. Cloudhawk’s chances were slim. The slightest misstep and he would be surrounded.

Now. 

Cloudhawk fished the detonator out of his pocket and jammed his thumb down on the button.

As Blackfiend closed in, the whole tent city was rocked by simultaneous explosions. The furthest was a thousand meters away. The closest was right under their feet. Barb had hidden the bombs around the animal pens. Boondocks’s sudden turmoil frightened the creatures and caused them to frenzy. With their cages now blown open, terrified beasts began to flood the streets.

A stampede of bulls charged through tents, leaving chaos in their wake. Mutated rhinos gored whatever came too close and trampled everything in their way. As the raucous explosions and fireballs rose into the sky, Boondocks’s bandits were also cast into turmoil. In more than one area, tents had caught fire, and the blaze was spreading. 

However, Blackfiend paid no mind to any of it. Its glistening black body charged through a wall of fire in pursuit of Cloudhawk, heedless of anything but its prey.

This was the best he was going to get! Cloudhawk gathered what remained of his psychic energy and funneled it into the phase stone. Maybe ten seconds afterward, a corona of light erupted, causing reality to shift and ripple unsettlingly. Blackfiend reached out, clawed hand groping for purchase when Cloudhawk disappeared completely.

Blackfiend left a gash in the ground where its claws passed.

He was gone. Not invisible, not phased, but truly vanished. The Warden was no longer a presence in their reality. Squall wasn’t sure whether to be irritated or overjoyed. How could Cloudhawk have so many incredible and secret abilities!?

Green Snake’s gentle voice intruded on his thoughts. “It looks like he’s gone.”

“We did what we could. He has too many tricks, it’s impossible for us to overcome them all.”

Imp’s features were especially dark as he struggled with his fury. Their impotence clearly cut him deeply.

On the surface, Green Snake and Imp were there to assist Squall. In reality, they served as monitors. However, only Squall could control Blackfiend, so he was integral to their plan. Cloudhawk’s guess had been very nearly spot-on, but Blackfiend wasn’t exactly the humanoid relic he thought. It was a monster made in man’s image.

Blackfiend was originally one of the Seraphs used in Skycloud to repair the city.

The Seraphs were thoughtless, mechanical in action, and worked under the guidance of the Sanctuary’s highest order. So long as they remained near the temple, they were immortal. It was said that the blood of the gods pumped through their veins. Blackfiend was the same… only, the blood in its veins came from a demon.

Destroying it was impossible. So long as it and its controller had any strength, Blackfiend would reconstruct itself and fight on.

Creatures like this, corrupted Seraphs, had their own name: Blackfiend golems [1].

Seraphs, guardians of the great city, were made to repair and protect. Blackfiend golems were beings made for the purposes of murder and destruction. 

Just as Seraphs could only be controlled by the Sanctuary, Blackfiend golems were also attuned to only certain people. They were rather like relics, and only those with a particular talent could resonate with them.

So far, Squall was the only person in the known world with that ability. That was why he was here.

This literal figurehead helped Squall control the rapidly swelling wastelander organization. However, over time and after many battles, Blackfiend had begun to show signs of fatigue. Without some source of energy, the Blackfiend golem would fade. That was why getting Autumn’s trove of Ebonycrs was important. It was the only way Squall could ensure his evil toy kept ticking.

Blackfiend was a tool that, by itself, could surpass the lethality of most accomplished demon hunters. With it at Squall's beck and call, he could indeed dominate the wastelands. Then, he could exact vengeance.
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When Cloudhawk opened his eyes once again, he felt like they would shoot right out of his skull,

not because he saw something he shouldn’t see or from shock. No, it felt like his eyes were being pulled right out of their sockets.

He was in a void, out in a space with no air or atmosphere. The vacuum pulled at him from all sides, flattening his veins and forcing many to burst. Blood leaked from his eyes and nose. His lungs swelled like balloons, instantly expanding to their limits [2]. His eardrums immediately ruptured. Everything – from his head to his abdomen – was in excruciating pain.

Cloudhawk felt like he might explode at any moment and become nothing more than a red mist. At the same time, however, he was encased in such absolute cold that it was a wonder his blood hadn’t frozen in his arteries.

He wasn’t in Boondocks anymore, but this place wasn’t unfamiliar either.

Three years ago, the skull of his benefactor brought him here. Since being granted the being’s memories, Cloudhawk had seen his strength grow significantly. What’s more, his control over relics like the phase stone became more adept. Where before he could only stride between realities, now – with effort – he could pass through them entirely.

He first learned how to do it a month before leaving Hell’s Valley. It was an enormous discovery. However, perhaps because this was the “closest” spatial dimension, out here in the void was the only place he’d visited thus far. At least for now, any of the other realms he’d visited were beyond his reach.

He couldn’t survive this way for long. Veins bulged in his eyes, turning his vision red, and his heart was on the cusp of failure. It would take only a minute for him to be crippled or even die out here in this inhospitable environment.

Phase!

The bubble of protection gradually spread out over Cloudhawk, cleaving him from the harsh reality. After taking a moment to recover, he began to look around and found himself in a building constructed from wreckage. Something told him this place was left behind by the stone’s former master, preserved by the lack of environment. As Cloudhawk searched his new surroundings, he saw that it was stocked with many implements of war.

This was Cloudhawk’s secret vault.

Before leaving Skycloud, Cloudhawk had stolen into a military depot and helped himself to many of its goods. Over a thousand sets of equipment to be precise. Back in the city, one set would easily fetch four to five thousand gold. Out in the wastelands, if he could find a way to distribute them, they represented a tremendous fortune. Cloudhawk had also helped himself to a number of items from other demon hunters. Exorcist staffs, bows, leather armor, and other quality equipment were strewn among the typical stuff. Aside from weapons and armor, Cloudhawk had also helped himself to a large store of medicines, supplements, and more. This was all gathered from the warehouses of the rich and powerful, a little bit from everywhere.

It’d caused quite a stir. After all, it wasn’t like mere thieves could have pulled off such a heist. It was completely unprecedented!

This was how Cloudhawk seemed to be able to pull things out of nowhere. He couldn’t simply magic things into existence, of course. Instead, he had his stash safely stowed away out here where no one could get it. When he needed something, it was as easy as activating the phase stone and reaching in.

Of course, it worked similarly to his phasing abilities. There were limitations. First and foremost, no living things could survive out here for any length of time. Even if that was something he wanted to do, forcing a living thing through space-time took ten times the mental energy. It was definitely no easy feat.

Secondly, shuffling things from one reality to another was taxing. The more energy the item possessed, the more difficult it was. It was one reason why Cloudhawk didn’t keep his relics here. There weren’t even many low-grade items like exorcist equipment. Energies in even the most basic relics made pulling them through space-time very draining.

At Cloudhawk’s current level of strength, he was still unable to place or receive items freely.

Whatever the situation, Cloudhawk’s ability to manipulate dimensional space was an incredible boon. It was also his last bastion of safety. Even if the likes of Arcturus Cloude were hunting him down, he only needed a brief opportunity to flee here. Once out in space, how could even the master demon hunter survive?

Cloudhawk passed through one of the crumbling walls. Outside, he was greeted with the shattered horizon of a dead world.

He didn’t have much time.

Pushing off the ground, Cloudhawk rose up high into the void. He soared through the nothingness, passing fragments of worlds and large, blasted fragments where terrible battles were held in the past. As he watched them slip past, he kept count.

One thousand meters. Two thousand meters. Three thousand… four thousand…

Good enough.

The phase stone shimmered. 

As Cloudhawk slipped back through the space between, a host of light and shadow whipped by him. Air and gravity returned, and he was deposited back on solid ground. 

He was back in the wastelands. Back in Boondocks.

He was quite a ways from the spot where he’d disappeared. The two worlds were like two parallel threads he could jump between. Moving in one space also moved him through the other.

From outside the city, he watched as great, lumbering beasts charged through the fires, wreaking havoc in the tent city. With so much going on, no one was going to pay much attention to where he was.

Cloudhawk leisurely made his way to a parking area and stepped over a few prone bodies.

“Excellency!” Barb poked her head out from one of the vehicles. “You were dead-on. Everyone is distracted. It doesn’t look like anyone’s coming this way. It looked like you were busy, so I took the liberty of disabling the other cars. This is the last one that works.”

“Good thinking.” Cloudhawk pulled open the door and jumped into the driver’s seat. Barb and Autumn had been waiting for him to show. He turned the ignition and hit the gas. “Let’s get going!”

The car roared off the parking lot and into the night.

[1] I was trying to choose between Blackfiend golem and revenant. Blackfiend golem evokes the idea of being controlled and has the eastern feel to match the demons, i.e. the demon calling himself the Caliph of the Sands. Revenant is a spirit that has come back from the dead, which is Blackfiend’s whole deal and is more “epic” sounding in line with its goodie counterparts, Seraphs.

[2] According to cnet.com, if you ever find yourself shot into the vacuum of space, the first thing you should do is exhale. I supposed dying from asphyxiation is better than having the gases instantaneously rupture both lungs. I imagine this will be very relevant to your everyday lives.


29 / An Ebonycrs Per Biscuit


The dune buggy roared across the sands, leaving Boondocks behind.

“Hey! Who the hell is that?! Who the fuck told you to take a car?! What’s going on?!”

Shouts started to come from the watchtowers around Boondocks as lookouts took notice. They saw the flames, heard the screams, and then noticed the buggy trying to slip away. By instinct, they tried to bar the way.

“Motherfucking… close the gates! Don’t let them through!”

Autumn, pressed deeply into the passenger’s seat, held on for dear life. Her head spun as they dashed through the ruins. She heard the curses buffeting them and saw the giant metal-plate gates start to swing shut. Half a dozen bandits marched into their path.

She covered her face. “Gods! We’re going to hit them!”

Cloudhawk flung his arm up and threw the exorcist bow into the air. With a deep shout, he cried to the other passenger, “Barb!”

She was ready. Barb almost launched from the back seat. The cloak she used as a disguise was blown away by the lashing winds. The demon hunter armor she wore beneath was revealed, outlining her figure. After a full year, it was still sturdy but was scarred from hard use.

She plucked the exorcist rod from the air.

Barb hooked her feet through the hodgepodge of bars that constituted the buggy. It swung left and right, but she stood firmly on the roof while she drew the bow. Her psychic power coalesced down the sights and was released as a shaft of energy.

Boom!

The makeshift gate they’d used to seal the ruins whined like it’d been struck by a battering ram. It blasted open and flung the two bandits forcing it shut into the air. Half a breath later, the buggy raced through, grinding another unfortunate thug into the gravel beneath its wheels. Free from the city, a narrow stretch of road now snaked through the ruins before them.

Barb leaned her elastic body back as far as she could as they surged below an obstacle. Rotted bits of jutting metal passed inches from her chest and lower jaw. She sprang right back into place after they slipped through.

“Three o’clock, about six meters out. Guard tower!”

Cloudhawk tore through the maze-like ruins with his foot pressing the gas pedal against the chassis. At the same time, he watched their route through Oddball’s keen eyes.

He was drained. There was hardly any energy left in him to communicate with Oddball. Fighting was off the table. However, Barb was strong and fresh. She pulled her bow ready and aimed it towards the guard post. A gun barrel sprouted from the lookout by the time they pulled around, but before it could fire, she let loose. A streak of energy pierced the walls and silenced the guard.

“Ten o’clock, about eight meters up!”

Barb whipped around and fired in one fluid motion.

Debris rained down around them as the towers crumbled. The road was already rugged and filled with junk and potholes. Their buggy charged ahead like the devil himself was after them, jolting again and again as they narrowly avoided obstacles. Autumn could hardly breathe.

Eventually, with Cloudhawk’s driving and Barb’s cover fire, they escaped the Thunderheaps.

Coarse, gulping breaths made Autumn lightheaded, but despite the rough ride, she handled it better than before. Her dainty hands held tightly to whatever they could grab to stop her from flying off. They shook from the effort. How Cloudhawk and Barb were able to do anything as they escaped, she couldn’t fathom.

Sharing an adventure with these beasts with human faces was torture!

The naïve girl was as resentful as she was depressed. Had she known that this would one day be her fate, she would have taken the training back with the tribe more seriously. As it was, she wasn’t the least bit helpful – she couldn’t even defend herself.

This trip to Boondocks hadn’t succeeded by measure of their aims. They neither learned about Blackfiend’s history nor dealt with the threat. The Highwaymen were still on their tail. However, it couldn’t be called a failure either. Cloudhawk, at least, had learned an important secret about the bandit organization.

They were definitely being helped along by a secret benefactor. Some unseen force had selected Squall to be its representative out here. That made things complicated. Cloudhawk wasn’t sure if he could consider Squall a friend anymore, and he didn’t know what was going on. The next time they met, who knew whether it would be on the same side?

But, Cloudhawk had faith. Even though Squall’s history was tragic, even though he still held that hatred deep in his heart, even though he almost threw Cloudhawk to the wolves tonight… he wasn’t a bad person. Time was a carving knife no one could escape. But however much time passed, wood was still wood. Metal was still metal. However, the knife shaped the outside, the quality of the material remained. Cloudhawk didn’t have many friends. He wasn’t ready to throw away such a rare commodity easily.

He didn’t want to be Squall’s enemy unless he had to.

The buggy bounced over dunes through the night, and when the sun dawned over the horizon, there were no signs of pursuit. Finally, it was safe for a break, a chance to catch their breaths.

Autumn clambered out of the vehicle but had to hold herself. Her legs felt like noodles. As she took a few exploratory steps, she rubbed her red and swollen eyes. The wind and sand were terrible if one had no means of protection. Her hair was a shocking rat’s nest of golden strands jutting out at odd angles. When had she ever had to go so fast? She was a sorry sight, stumbling around trying to get her bearings, a young thing anyone would feel obligated to protect.

Cloudhawk nimbly dropped from the driver’s seat and picked the demon mask off his face. He pulled up the hood to cool the engine, and right away, a plume of smoke hissed forth. He refilled the gas tank in the meantime. Out of the corner of his eye, he saw the girl stumbling around, teetering unsteadily. “Hey, get your shit together. If you can’t handle this, then you might as well turn around and go home.”

“Who says I can’t handle it?!” Autumn wore a petulant scowl. “I’m getting to Fishmonger’s Borough no matter what.”

“Yeah, whatever.”

Cloudhawk busied himself fishing a cigarette out from his clothes and lighting it. He leaned against the car door and looked ahead towards the horizon. This part of the wastelands near the Elysian border was still barren, but there were, at least, tufts of dead grass and a few husks of trees to decorate the scenery. There were even signs of life, solitary groups of hardy weeds that had someone managed to survive the drought. By the look of it, they were getting close to the northern barrens.

By all accounts, the northern barrens were in poorer shape than the south. Cloudhawk spent years surviving off plentiful ruins and mutated creatures. Far as he could tell from here, the only thing in front of them was desert. Boundless, hopeless desert. He took a long drag of his cigarette and felt it fill his lungs. It was rejuvenating, enough to get him thinking.

How big were the wastelands?

The areas north, east, south, and west of Skycloud were nothing but endless blasted landscape as far as they could travel, but it was only a small part of the world. No one knew what it was like ten thousand kilometers, a hundred thousand kilometers out there beyond their field of view. The world was big – real big and full of the unknown. The wanderlust and need to know what was out there was unavoidable. [1]

Autumn took a few minutes to get her bearings. After a while, she was mostly recovered. Once the butterflies in her stomach quieted down, she noticed Cloudhawk staring quietly into the distance. She looked over the man with the demon mask perched on his mop of unkempt black hair. The orange light from the rising sun painted his delicate features. In his quiet and contemplative state, it gave him a mysterious sort of charm.

Autumn couldn’t help but let her mind wander a little. She thought there must be a lot the demon hunter was keeping quiet.

Her first impression of him had been a sour one. He was deceitful, impudent, and crass. But over the last few days, as she got to know him, she saw more than just physical strength. He had an extraordinary mind, rare especially for his age. The talented youths of her own clan couldn’t reach his level, she was sure.

What had happened to Cloudhawk to make him this way?

He was a rogue and had many shortcomings, but he was a good man compared to others in this cursed place. She really was lucky to have run into him.

As the thought crossed her mind, it startled her, and she stopped herself. Lucky? What a joke! He was only out to get his hands on more Ebonycrs and that was the end of it. The tribe elder always said never to trust outsiders and never count them as friends. Autumn paused to once again commit the elder’s words to heart.

“Ugh, I’m exhausted!” Barb whined loudly as she made her way over to them. She’d managed to get a lizard from somewhere and had already skinned it. She trudged their way over, dragging the corpse behind. “Gods, this damned place is the worst. This was the only thing for kilometers, but we’ll at least have some meat.”

Autumn’s voice rose an octave as she glowered. “I’m not going to eat that nasty thing!”

Barb lifted the skinned, dripping lizard corpse. “You’re pickier than I am, and I’m an Elysian. What’s nasty about it? Having any sort of meat out in the wastelands is a blessing. All we need is a fire, and once the fat gets cooking, it’ll smell delicious. You’ll see it tastes fine.”

Autumn’s face took on a green tinge as she looked at the corpse. It was leaking some unidentified green ichor and smelled like battery acid. She would rather die. Autumn vehemently shook her head in denial.

Barb shrugged. “Suit yourself!”

As resolute as Autumn was, her stomach disagreed. Its disgruntled gurgling was clear enough for everyone to hear. She pitifully looked towards Cloudhawk.

H paid the spoiled girl no mind but had to silently praise Barb. There weren’t many Elysians who would stoop to eating mutant lizard, but she didn’t bat an eye. She was a demon hunter of solid character.

“Barb, don’t bother with that. I’ve got something here.” He channeled his psychic energy through the phase stone and picked something from his stash. They were some sort of biscuits and water. “Ten minutes. Eat quickly. Then, we get back on the road.”

“Yeah!” Autumn immediately perked up. She snatched a biscuit, stuffed it in her mouth, and immediately washed it down with a gulp of water. Her pretty face beamed with pleasure. “Good work!”

“I forget to mention, one biscuit will cost you one Ebonycrs each.”

Hack! Cough! Ack! “I take it back!” Autumn almost choked in the face of Cloudhawk’s robbery. She glared incredulously at Barb. “Why doesn’t she have to pay anything?! It’s unfair!”

Cloudhawk just rolled his eyes. “Barb is smart. She’s capable and she’s helpful. She earns her keep. You? Yeah, not so much.”

She threw the rest of her biscuit in the dirt. “How dare you look down on people!?”

Cloudhawk met her rage with flatness. “Ten minutes. Nine, now. Don’t eat if it bothers you so much.”

Autumn’s mouth opened and closed like a fish out of water, but she was forced to swallow her fury when she saw Cloudhawk’s dispassionate face. She bowed her head, defeated, but inwardly screamed every single curse she knew a hundred times. She picked up the biscuit, wiped it off, and then tore into it. She bit it much harder than necessary, perhaps imagining it to be someone’s head.

It’s Ebonycrs you want? Fine! I have Ebonycrs! I don’t want to be a burden. One day, I’ll surprise you!

1. The discord channel tried to determine where Skycloud was. Using the distances in the novel and things like swamps and mountains, I figured Skycloud was somewhere in Newfoundland, Canada.


30 / The Quicksand Monster


Barb was thrilled with the change in circumstances.

She didn’t know anything about Autumn or where she came from, but it was painfully obvious how pretty the girl was. Barb was embarrassed to compare herself to her. How could a wastelander be that pretty? What’s more, every other word out of her mouth was about Ebonycrs. Where did she get so much? She threw them around like they were worth less than dirt. Barb could work herself like a pack mule all the rest of her days and never have that much money.

She could see how dismissive Cloudhawk was of the girl. At the same time, he sang Barb’s praises. This made her happy.

She slung the exorcist bow off her shoulder and gripped it in one hand. A fair amount of trouble had been avoided thanks to this weapon. Without it, their escape would have gone a lot less smoothly. She tentatively plucked the bowstring, testing it, and then reluctantly gave it back. “Your bow is a fine one, your Excellency. Exquisite workmanship, I can tell. Worth a hundred gold at least. Here ya go.”

Such was life. Autumn had the means to throw around something worth more than a hundred gold for a single biscuit while Barb worked herself to the bone and couldn’t afford a decent bow.

Cloudhawk saw the interest and disappointment in Barb’s eyes. With a wave, he said, “I have a few. If you like it, I can lend it to you for a while. Something tells me you’re gonna need it on the road.”

Barb called herself a monster hunter, but a hunter with no bow wouldn’t survive for long. Most novice demon hunters specialized in either melee or long-range combat. The distinction was clear, especially since a young demon hunter’s choice of weaponry determined their role in combat. An exorcist rod was obviously suited for close encounters. They didn’t consume much energy and were quick. The drawback was that they were relatively weak. Exorcist bows, in contrast, were the opposite. They were used at range, and although they were slower and required considerable psychic energy to use, they could pack quite a punch.

Staves and bows were basic equipment for budding demon hunters. Those who chose the staff were typically stronger physically, and those who chose bows had a talent for precision and control. As one would expect, a ranged specialist would not have much of an advantage using a staff. A melee-focused demon hunter likely wouldn’t hit much if they used a bow and may quickly run out of mental energy. They might manage to get a couple of shots off, but if a target got in close, it would be too late to switch to a staff.

Barb had considerable potential with talent in both areas. She was certainly stronger than any novice. While she might have been better suited for a bow, Barb had never had much luck with money. Since exorcist bows were several times more expensive than their close-range counterparts, she settled for a staff from the outset.

Cloudhawk, taking the girl’s self-esteem into account, decided to give it to her under the guise of a “loan.” 

On the surface, Barb seemed a little off-the-cuff, but she sometimes proved to be quite sharp. She knew Cloudhawk’s intention in lending the bow to her and appreciated it deeply. There weren’t very many people who treated her well. Refusing the gift and making a show of it would be low-class, so she accepted without argument. “Thank you, your Excellency!”

“Alright, hope you’re rested.” Cloudhawk slipped the mask back onto his face and pulled himself back into the driver’s seat. “We’ll be at Fishmonger’s Borough soon. The Highwaymen won’t be on our tail for a while yet. And the next time they do, I’m sure they’ll think twice. Off we go.”

The buggy’s engine sputtered back to life.

Autumn kept gnawing at her biscuit as she produced a map and compass from a pocket. She confirmed that Fishmonger’s Borough lay straight ahead and then, off they went. After four to five hours, buildings started to come into view on the horizon.

Was this Fishmonger’s Borough? Barb and Cloudhawk looked relieved. Safe harbor meant they could put their troubles behind them, at least for a little while.

“Eh, that’s not right!” Autumn pointed at the map and exclaimed, “We’re on the right path, but Fishmonger’s Borough should still be further ahead. Judging by our speed, getting there by tomorrow morning would be a stretch. It’s only afternoon. Are you sure you went the right way?”

Cloudhawk shot her a hard look. “Horseshit. I’ve survived near my whole life out here, and you just recently wandered through. Of the two of us, which one do you think is more likely to get lost?”

“Wastelander cities are always moving. There’s nothing strange about that. Maybe your map is just old.” Barb put her hands on the seatback in front of her and stood. She craned her long neck and squinted into the distance. “I can see it – definitely a town. It seems unlikely there would be two outposts so close to each other, so I’m thinking we’re here!”

Oddball darted off ahead to scout the area.

“We’re definitely going the right direction.” Cloudhawk frowned and shook his head. “But this settlement is too small. Hardly more than a campsite, much less a major borough.”

“So what is this place?”

“Doesn’t matter. We’ll skirt around. Better safe than sorry.”

Barb nodded. If Cloudhawk said it, then it must be the right call. Without another word, she slung the bow over her shoulder and wrapped her hands around the exorcist rod instead.

Barb was ready to do anything Cloudhawk asked of her, a fact that earned her considerable disdain from Autumn. Barb was supposed to be a demon hunter too, right? What was she doing groveling before this man so pathetically? She had no self-respect.

What Autumn didn’t understand was that Barb had come from a poor family. She wasn’t like Selene Cloud or Dawn Polaris who were born with sterling futures and silver spoons in their mouths. Nor was she like Frost de Winter who was taken in by an illustrious teacher. Barb didn’t even have the good fortune of someone like Cloudhawk or Squall. For someone like her, even moving in the same circles as these people was incredibly hard.

Barb’s dream was to travel with an experienced senior, someone rich in knowledge and experience who could teach her. Three years ago, Cloudhawk didn’t even know what was in store for him, so he refused Barb’s offer to travel together. The situation was different this time. Cloudhawk was better than before; he was weaker than some but stronger than most. While not a dominant force, he was more than capable of handling himself. Little by little, Barb was proving herself to be a woman of talent – talent worth cultivating.

The outpost drew closer. Whatever it was, it didn’t matter. They’d figure it out when they got there.

All of a sudden, they were struck by a strange sensation. The buggy’s engine roared, and its wheels fired up to dangerous RPMs. The instrument panel said they were going eighty kilometers an hour. However, they weren’t moving. They were stuck in place.

Autumn immediately took the opportunity to mock her tormentor. “Is this how you drive? Now we’re stuck in a ditch!”

Cloudhawk wrinkled his brow but paid her no mind. Dune buggies were designed to handle rough terrain, but it wasn’t unheard of for one to break down in particularly fine sand. However, that didn’t seem to be the case here.

Cloudhawk gripped the roll cage and was about to jump out so he could take a look when something unexpectedly jerked the whole vehicle. It slid more than ten meters down a slope to their right.

“Ahhh!” Autumn held on tightly so she wouldn’t be thrown. Her face instantly turned pale. “What’s going on?!”

Barb’s voice was stern. “Senior, something’s got us from under the sand.”

Her words were punctuated by another violent tug. They’d lost control and were being dragged to the center of a sandy pit as though on rails. It was like being on a boat stuck in a whirlpool that was slowly being dragged to its doom.

“Son of a bitch, we’re in trouble!”

Overhead, Oddball looked down at the expanse of desert as it passed below. It spotted the problem right away: The whole area for a hundred kilometers all around was thickly dotted with pits. The smallest ones were several meters across while the largest were a couple hundred meters in diameter. At ground level, it was easy to dismiss the features as nothing more than oddities.

But, they were more than odd and more than mere divots. It was quicksand!

From above, Oddball could see that the pits were flowing. It was hard to see without a keen eye, but close inspection showed that everything was being inexorably drawn to the center of these pits. Something was in there, waiting for whatever was caught to reach it.

It was too late!

The dune buggy was dragged further into the pit, nearly rolling as it did. As it moved closer to the center, Cloudhawk grabbed both women in turn and heaved them from the car. Once clear, he jumped out after them. His feet hit the ground, but then instantly sunk into the roiling sand. He was stuck up to his waist.

“Save me!”

Autumn’s head was the only thing above ground. She nearly choked on sand just trying to scream. She tried to struggle, thrashing her arms and kicking her legs but to no avail. There was no resistance, but she just kept sinking. Things were worse for Barb, who had been flung into the sand headfirst. Her upper half was buried in the quicksand, and her legs kicked wildly in the air.

The sand was as fluid as water but as grasping as mud. Once you slipped in, getting out took ten times the effort.

Someone who didn’t know how to swim was fated to drown no matter how they trod water. It was about how you used your energy, not how much. About the only people who could find the leverage to get free of their own accord were martial artists who were capable of using the total power of every cell in their bodies. 

Cloudhawk quickly activated his phase stone and fumbled out from the quicksand.

The buggy was heavier than them so it sank much faster. In the few seconds since they ejected, it had already reached the center of the pit. What followed was equal parts terrifying and unexpected as from the depths rose a monster five meters thick and thirty meters tall. The beast had no eyes or nose, but it did have a mouth filled with rings of dagger-like teeth. Its nightmarish maw clamped around the buggy and immediately reduced half of it to ruin. Metal screeched and cracked as the monster gnashed its teeth. The slag was gulped down and disappeared.

Holy shit, this thing is fucking crazy!

Cloudhawk didn’t waste any time. His feet touched the ground, and at that moment, granules of golden sand began to emerge. Like a cold snap, it froze the swirling quicksand in place and stopped the women from sinking further. Threads of power rippled through the pit and formed into arms that held Barb and Autumn fast. Meanwhile, Cloudhawk fished them out after which the three scrambled out of the pit before they became the monster’s next meal.

Barb and Autumn fought to calm their racing hearts and tried to catch their breaths. Especially after seeing the thing that lived down there, their bodies were drenched in cold sweat that made the sand stick to them. It was like a pit that led right to hell.

They were everywhere around here, pits just like this one. And horrible creatures like that lived at the center of each of them. Anything careless enough to get caught in quicksand quickly became lunch.


31 / Dust Bowl Lodge


Deserts were the most prevalent terrain in the wastelands, but the expanse that spread before them now was nothing like they’d ever seen. Those deadly pits stretched out as far as Oddball could see, thousands upon thousands of ugly pockmarks on the planet’s weathered face. It looked like the whole area had been pummeled by comets. The only way to get around was across the thin ridges between the pits.

The surface of the pits seemed calm and unassuming, though the sands inside swirled. Their dangerous dragging tides were only felt by the unfortunate souls that fell in. Carelessness was a death sentence out here, for once you were caught, you were dragged to the center. There, the monster’s hungry belly waited.

Whether someone was weak like Autumn or strong like Barb, it didn’t matter once the sand had you. Struggling only made you sink in deeper, robbing you of any chance to escape. 

“I can’t breathe!”

By the time Cloudhawk saved them, both women were red in the face and fighting for air. The quicksand was as fine as dust and deadly. A single breath was enough to fill one’s lungs, which made Barb’s situation of having been buried headfirst especially dangerous. Every lungful now burned and felt like sandpaper. She could hardly get any air.

Cloudhawk took out a bottle of water and used it to rinse out Barb’s mouth. She hacked and coughed, vomiting up mouthfuls of sand and water. After a few moments, she could breathe a little easier.

Both Autumn and Barb were still recovering when Oddball cried out in alarm. Cloudhawk shot his eyes skyward. “Sandstorm!”

Wind whipped across the barren landscape all the time. That was nothing special. This was different. The wind wasn’t dangerous, but the clouds of thick yellow sand it kicked up were. They could see it blotting out the horizon like a tidal wave. It was coming at them with frightening speed.

Cloudhawk didn’t hesitate. “Cover your nose and mouth. Quick!”

The powder sand was incredibly lethal. Once it was over you, breathing became a challenge. For most, it ultimately ended in painful suffocation. The three of them somehow had to make their way through a sandstorm towards a settlement on the other side of a field of monsters. Their only recourse was to try and keep to the ridges while blind and unable to breathe until they got to safety.

“Quick, get moving!”

Autumn stumbled ahead, staggering though the sand with great effort. Cloudhawk knew she wouldn’t be able to keep up, so he picked her up and slung her over his shoulders. He then waved for Barb to follow and led them towards the distant camp.

It was only a few moments more before the sandstorm reached them. All of a sudden, the world was lost in a mist of yellow and brown that made it almost impossible to tell where one was headed.

Cloudhawk’s demon mask served him well in this environment as it kept out much of the sand. Barb and Autumn had to resort to covering their faces with strips of cloth. Far ahead was the settlement, the only place where they could find succor.

Chirp chirp! Chirp chirp!

The shrill call of a bird could barely be heard over the tempest. The noise got louder until it was a blaring cacophony as a mass of creatures charged at them. They were countless featherless, hawk-like creatures with earthy yellow bodies. Amidst the sandstorm, they were hard to spot, but they were closing in on Cloudhawk and the others.

Mutant animals. This sandstorm was getting more irritating by the second with one disaster after another!

These meat-eating creatures preferred to travel with sandstorms. All manner of living things got lost in the tempest – humans and larger beasts alike. When they eventually suffocated, these vultures swooped in for a free meal.

It went without saying that these blood-thirsty critters also didn’t have the best temperament.

If their dinners didn’t die fast enough for their liking, the birds didn’t mind helping things along. Hundreds of the flesh-eating scavengers would dive at their targets and use their sharp beaks and talons to wear them down. They were ravenous too, and a group of humans was only going to be an appetizer.

However, as the birds would soon discover, these appetizers would be hard to swallow.

As they closed in, Cloudhawk pulled out a book that shimmered gold in the uneven light. He threw it high up where it dissolved into sand. As the cloud of golden particles wafted towards the ground, the sand encircled Cloudhawk like a curtain.

The choking cloud of dust was locked out.

The sandstorm vultures started to pummel the curtain, leaving smears of blood. The ravenous things didn’t pause for even a second, throwing themselves at Cloudhawk with wild abandon dozens of times. Eventually, the curtain of sand was coated with a layer of blood and flesh.

Luckily, he’d recovered some psychic energy in their ride over. Otherwise, this might have been the end of them.

As Cloudhawk continued to channel his relic, the sandstorm roared by all around them. Step by step, they moved forward until they eventually made it safely to the settlement. They were surprised to find that it was even smaller than they thought.

It was just a camp.

The buildings were set on a relatively even spot of land. The ruins covered in years of grit and sand created a sort of earthen wall. Only a few structures were still standing, and most of those had clearly been repeatedly fixed up. From the outside, they looked like sorry shelters. Only the one in the very center of the camp looked to be in good shape. There were lamps lit inside.

The makeshift wall had kilns dug out inside of them and were burning something that exuded a caustic stench. Black smoke rose into the air. It seemed the sandstorm vultures hated the smell as well and avoided the settlement when they got close. 

After several minutes, the cloud of hungry vultures was forced to give up among a chorus of angry cries. The unfortunate souls who lived here seemed like they had a lot to deal with.

Cloudhawk stumbled into the campsite, covered from head to toe in fine sand. His first priority was to find shelter and then maybe a shower. “Anyone home?” he hollered.

A series of fissures appeared, barely visible through the sandy haze. A large and burly man approached with a few others, all armed with guns. They wore protective clothing and covered their faces with strange masks. Their guns were unique as well. When they approached and saw the travelers unharmed, they were clearly surprised.

The big man failed to conceal the taunting tone in his voice. “You lot got balls tryin’ to make it across the quicksand sea in a buggy. At least, there’s a silver lining in the pile of shit you stepped in - you made it here in one piece.”

The large man had plain features. He was swarthy, had big lips and even bigger arms [1]. Hair sprouted all over his body, covering it as thickly as a coat, and he was the only one of the crew who wasn’t wearing protective gear.

Cloudhawk gave him the once over. “You are…?”

“Bonobo. At least, that’s what everyone calls me.” [1] The distinctly simian fellow had a fitting name. “And this is my lodge. I’m not running a charity so expect to pay if you want anything. I won’t tolerate anyone without coin so pay up or move the fuck on.”

This place was a hotel?

These dilapidated structures were barely standing. What sort of person would come out here for a night? The proprietor wasn’t exactly friendly either. They hadn’t even started to talk business, and he was already sneering down his nose at them. What sort of businessman was this?

Barb sucked in a breath but ultimately couldn’t bite back her words. She answered instead of Cloudhawk. “We’re looking for Fishmonger’s Borough. Where is it? Our maps say it’s supposed to be around here, but this place is all we found.”

“Hah! You think I like having my hotel in this shithole? This is one of the only routes into Fishmonger’s Borough.” Bonobo noticed the fine leather armor these newcomers wore. Even covered in dust, he knew what it meant. The exorcist rod on her shoulder was another clue. Bonobo’s face scrunched for just a minute before returning to normal. He went on in even tones. “Everyone who comes here is on their way to Fishmonger’s Borough, but there’s only a limited number of people allowed inside. Whether or not you get in is up to you.”

“How about you cut the shit and speak clearly?”

“I’ve said enough already. Are you staying or not? Pay or fuck off. Stop wasting my time.”

Barb’s eyes smoldered with anger. “What’s with your attitude? Do you know who we are?”

Bonobo looked back at her with an icy cold glare. “Yeah, I do, demon hunter. You’re far from home. Your title means jack shit here.”

Barb’s short temper threatened to get the better of her. Cloudhawk caught her eye and waved a hand, warning her to cool off.

She obediently shut her mouth with an audible clack of teeth.

Cloudhawk cut right to it. “Three rooms.”

“No,” Bonobo responded. “We’ve got a lot of people already. Don’t have three rooms.”

“Two then.” Cloudhawk could have his own room, and the girls could share one.

“No. One room’s all we got.” Bonobo continued to stare at them with a firm and hostile glare. “And we charge by the head. Two Elysian gold a night. Per person. Food and water not included.”

Barb’s anger flared up once more. “This is robbery!”

Ignoring the terrible state of the place, two gold a head without food or drink was completely unreasonable. What did one gold mean? Barb was an established hunter, and a mission only earned her four to six gold. After the guild’s cut, she only walked away with two or three. That was considered a good few days’ work.

Bonobo didn’t back down even though he was talking to demon hunters. He spat his response, “Pay. Or. Fuck. Off.”

Demon hunters were used to being treated with respect wherever they went, even in the wastelands. In the face of this despicable and insolent ruffian, Barb didn’t know how to react.

“Don’t cause any trouble, Barb. We have a job to do.” Cloudhawk put a hand on her arm before she could use her exorcist rod. He fished out a handful of gold and gave them to the owner. “Alright, one room it is. We’ll stay. When will the room be ready?”

Bonobo didn’t answer right away. He took a good long look at the gold coins and replied only once he was satisfied that they were real. “It’s dinner time. Go get some grub. We’ll let you know when the room’s ready.”

With that said, he turned around and left.

“Don’t let nonsense like this make you mad.” Cloudhawk patted Barb’s shoulder. “I don’t know about you, but I’m not interested in spending another second outside. Let’s head in.”

1. Casual racism, check. Gets worse.

2. Yup, worse.


32 / The Old Drunkard


When the small group walked into the hotel, they discovered that its interior was very different from its façade’s patchwork mess.

Inside, they were completely safe from the wind and sand. The walkway was lined with tidy stalls enveloped by the scent of grilling meat. There were bottles of fruit wine with unique flavors and even potted plants.

The hotel’s workers were strangely equipped. They had guns about the size of a grown man’s arm, but they weren’t guns that fired bullets. For the next several minutes, they used the equipment to coat the visitors in a potent yellowish-white powder. When it was done, they were clean and were permitted to enter.

There were a lot more people here than the outside would lead one to believe. The cafeteria alone had about forty people of all sorts picking at plates of food.

Autumn was secretly pleased as they made their way inside. Cloudhawk was constantly bullying her, and it was a nice change of pace to see someone putting the screws to him for a change. It wasn’t much, but it sure felt good.

However, Cloudhawk didn’t seem to mind at all. In fact, he was even level-headed enough to calm Barb down. A pity he wasn’t more irritated.

“Excellency, this place isn’t bad.” Barb took a seat and gave the menu a cursory glance. She again immediately bristled up like a cat after someone stomped on its tail. “Is this what prices are like out here? Even high-class hotels in the Elysian lands aren’t this expensive!”

Ten silvers for a drink. Another ten for a piece of bread. Thirty silvers for a bottle of fruit wine. And one hundred silver for a special bottle from one of the stalls.

The hotel’s interior might have been barely satisfactory, but compared to anywhere in the Elysian lands, it might as well have been a hovel. With a handful of silvers, you could eat your fill in any average town back home! For the prices they were charging here, you could buy a full course meal at the best restaurants.

“Your Excellency, we are demon hunters.” Barb rapped her knuckles against the table for emphasis. “Why should we have to put up with that ugly barbarian’s attitude? You know, if you hadn’t stopped me, I would have caved that bastard Bonobo’s face in with my staff!”

“You underestimate him,” Cloudhawk responded. She wasn’t convinced. When she pressed for clarification, he laughed and pulled his mask to the side. “Take things as they come. Eat what you like, drink your fill, and make yourself comfortable. Our wealthy patron will make sure the tab is covered.”

Autumn’s eyes went wide. “How’s that?!”

“We’re merely demon hunters. It’s standard practice to provide food, lodgings, and pay for services rendered when you hire a demon hunter for a mission. It’s Skycloud law. You don’t expect the workers to cover the cost of a mission, do you?”

Autumn gritted her teeth so hard that she was afraid they might crack. Accommodations! She wasn’t an Elysian. How was she supposed to know anything about their rules?

Of course, the inordinate cost was a drop in the bucket for her. What she couldn’t stand was Cloudhawk’s determination to harass her.

“Right, we’re all tired from the road. Time to take it easy.” Cloudhawk completely ignored Autumn’s indignation. He picked up the menu and perused its contents. “Let’s see what this place has to offer.”

“Heheh, good luck little brother.”

A hoarse, elderly voice intruded on their conversation. His derisive laughter didn’t match the maturity of his body, though. It was crude and mocking.

Cloudhawk lifted his head.

An old man limped towards them with a lopsided grin on his face and a cane in hand. He was covered in what could graciously be called clothes, though they looked more like dishrags. They were more patches than anything else. Sparse wisps of white hair dotted a pock-marked head, and his smile revealed a row of yellow teeth. Cloodhawk doubted the old man had ever once brushed his teeth, and the smell that came out would slay a rotwolf. Barb and Autumn both scrunched their faces in distaste.

The old man dragged his eyes over the women with a lascivious gaze.

The short-haired one had a healthy glow with tanned skin and a supple body that just had to be all sorts of bendy. He’d seen her fiery temperament. She was the sort of woman who was well suited for life in the wastelands. But, she wasn’t a wastelander. It was easy enough to tell by her clothes and bearing that she was a demon hunter. However, that wasn’t true for the other one. The young girl with the pigtails and ivory skin was as pretty as a picture. She was quiet, frail, and even prettier than the short-haired one.

Who wouldn’t be envious of the man who got to travel with a pair of women this attractive?

“Hey, old man, watch where you point those creepy eyes. Keep it up, and you can bet I’ll pluck ‘em right out of your head.” Barb could feel his greasy look as the old man in rags gave her the once over. She didn’t appreciate the covetous look. “Who are you?”

“I’m exactly what I look like: a crippled old drunkard.” The sleazy, yellow-toothed smirk never left his face. “But, the look of you lot caught my eye. You’re no ordinary folk. I know this place pretty well, so I thought I’d introduce myself, answer any questions you might have.”

The drunkard didn’t catch anyone’s eye except to earn disdain, but when Cloudhawk dropped his eyes to the old man’s cane, they widened a little with surprise. There was something, a resonance. The drunkard was…

The old man seemed to notice Cloudhawk’s change in demeanor. He gave the young man another searching glance.

Autumn blabbed on unthinkingly, “What can you tell us, grandfather? Do you know where Fishmonger’s Borough is located?”

The old cripple answered with a raspy chuckle, “You know, my throat’s rather parched. The wine here is good, but my coin purse is sadly on the light side. I don’t have a penny to my name. If you could help an old man with a few bottles to wet my whistle, I’d be happy to sit and talk a while.”

The other patrons heard the exchange and looked at the old man with hard, contemptuous eyes. The old man had been making the rounds for days, begging for wine from anyone within earshot. However, no one agreed, and he was shooed away with mouthfuls of spit and curses. It was a wonder why he still tried.

Now, there were newcomers, someone else he could try his luck on. He shamelessly decided to give it a shot.

Barb gaped at him. Did he know how much a single bottle of wine cost? He had the gall to ask for several. Why not just go to the owner and ask for a whole damn cask, then?

“Alright, I’m thirsty myself. Let’s order a few bottles.”

When the old drunkard saw the bottles arrive, his greedy eyes burned with desire. He’d wandered the sands for seven days and seven nights without a drop, so when he saw the life-giving nectar make its way towards him, he couldn’t help himself. Before the bottles were even placed on the table, he snatched one up, uncorked it, and guzzled it down.

“Ahh… hot, spicy, but without losing its mellow undertone. If you ask me, fruit wine is the best in all the wastelands.” The drunkard placed the bottle back on the table with a hollow thud. With a look of pure bliss, he let loose a belch and reached for a second bottle. “You’re good folk,” he said.

Cloudhawk reached out and slapped away the old man’s spindly hand. “Hey, old man, you aren’t here to just drink. We asked you a question.”

The cripple offered a sheepish chuckle, revealing his broken row of nasty teeth again. “Everyone in this place is trying to get into Fishmonger’s Borough. From what I hear, it’s a fine place, ‘bout fifty to sixty thousand people behind its walls. It’s hidden, safe. They aren’t afraid of you Elysians either. Got their own way to make it. Getting there’s dangerous. But no risk, no reward eh?”

There were as many as sixty thousand people in Fishmonger’s Borough? That was a huge number for the wastelands!

Out here, the struggle was always about having enough, especially in large settlements. Most of the time, the lack of resources was a hard bottleneck that kept the population in check. The only places that could support so many people were places like Greenland Outpost with its fertile forests.

Of course, in the Elysian lands, such a place was the size of an average town. Skycloud City had a population close to twenty million with two million of those being soldiers. If you added to that number anyone of fighting age, the count would increase by several times. Comparing someone like Arcturus Cloude all the way at the top to a newly-minted soldier at the very bottom was like comparing apples to oranges.

So, what made Fishmonger’s Borough special? 

The old man had gotten his paws on a second bottle and pulled out its cork. He snatched a handful of dates with his free hand. “The reason is simple, and it’s also not. Complicated and straightforward. Two main reasons: on the surface, the part everyone can see, they picked a fine location. The city is safe, and even the Elysians would have a hard time finding it. Now, if you dig deeper, well then things get more complicated. Young folk like you don’t need to bother with it, though.”

The old man said nothing further, but Cloudhawk could guess a thing or two.

A place like Boondocks had backing, a benefactor that stretched all the way back to Skycloud. Fishmonger’s Borough had to be similar. Some relationship made sure that they weren’t attacked.

Autumn wasn’t at all interested in any of that. “Grandpa, how can we get into the city?”

“Don’t worry, little miss. Wait. Be patient. When the time comes, you will find a way.”

By the second question, he’d already downed the second bottle. 

“You haven’t told us anything useful at all!”

Barb was fairly sure the old man was just flapping his gums to weasel some wine out of them.

“Geh,” he hiccupped. “You lot don’t know nothin’. Since you were kind enough to share some wine, I’ll fill you in before you get yourself dead.” Pop! The third bottle was opened, and the cripple was tittering happily as he continued. “There are people here who’ve come from thousands of kilometers away to get into the city, either to get rich, get their hands on some treasure, or for some other reason. Something happened and the road was closed off. They only open it once a month now for just a few lucky folk. You know what that means?”

The three travelers were silent.

Autumn looked around the cafeteria, suddenly aware that something was wrong. The hostile looks from the other people made her heart race. She saw it now – tight-knit groups, carefully separate from everyone else. They held their weapons in plain view and looked around with hard, vigilant eyes. Only Cloudhawk’s table seemed relaxed.

“Tut tut, take a look around. Everyone here is a wastelander who can hold their own. Practiced killers, all gathered together in a single place.” The old man’s face was already red from the drink. He continued expectantly. “In a few days, we’re going to have a good show, a rare sight. If I could offer some advice, I’d tell you young ladies not to risk it. You only live once. Better to spend it here on the sidelines watching the spectacle.”

The old man punctuated his warning by snatching up another bottle and unsteadily rising to his feet. He plucked another handful of dates and threw a few into his mouth. He left them with another grin. “Thanks for the wine.”

Cloudhawk poured himself a glass. “Are you on your way to Fishmonger’s Borough as well, old man?”

The cripple nodded. “I am. I’ve got important business to take care of.”

Raising the cup to his lips, Cloudhawk tossed back its contents. “So, we and the others will have to fight you for the opportunity.”

“Heh, don’t worry.” The drunkard stood there with easy bearing and patted his sloppy clothes as though trying to shoo away a fly. “I’ll kill you quick,” he said, as though describing the weather.

As he said this with an indifferent tone, Barb and Autumn felt the blood freeze in their veins.

Cloudhawk narrowed his eyes. Deep inside, it was almost like there was a fire burning. He raised his glass. “Thanks for the tip, elder. So, before you kill me – cheers.”

“You, kid.” The old man clinked his bottle against Cloudhawk’s glass. “I like you.”


33 / Bitten


Incredible.

This old, crippled, and horny old asshole was a secret powerhouse?

The world was full of surprises, and anything was possible. Nothing they saw should be taken lightly either. Cloudhawk had grown strong, but he wasn’t strong enough to travel the wastelands carelessly.

By the time they finished dinner, their room was ready. All three had to share a single room that was only twenty square meters. Tight quarters made for embarrassing circumstances. Barb didn’t seem to mind, however, and whether or not Autumn had a problem didn’t matter to Cloudhawk. He was certainly no gentleman and wasn’t going to turn down the opportunity to bunk with two pretty ladies.

“What was going on with that old grandpa? I didn’t know It would be so dangerous just trying to get into Fishmonger’s Borough.” Autumn walked into the room and sat with a heavy sigh. She seemed unwilling to deal with their current problems. That old man’s words weighed on her. Thinking about it still made her shiver. “Hey, Mr. Shameless, don’t you have anything to say?”

“Are you talking to me?”

“Hmph, of course I’m talking to you!” A mischievous light flickered through her pretty eyes. “You’re a thug. You even cover your face all day from the shame.”

“What the fuck do you know, woman? I cover it to protect you.”

Autumn had just made an off-the-cuff comment and didn’t expect to strike a nerve. What did the mask and protecting her have to do with one another?

Cloudhawk answered her with grave sincerity, “If you looked at this handsome face every day, you couldn’t help but fall in love with me. What then? I have no interest in an immature and undeveloped girl like you.”

Autumn grabbed the closest thing to her and whipped it at his head. Cloudhawk snatched it out of the air and lazily set it aside. She wanted to scream and pull her hair out. This rogue was impossible! She couldn’t hit him, couldn’t insult him – she was so furious that she could just die.

“I’m not a god. How the fuck should I know what’s going on with that old coot?” Cloudhawk dialed it back once he saw that she was really angry. This girl – he was just screwing around, and here she was getting all bent out of shape. “If you really want to know, have Barb stab him with one of her needles. Maybe she’ll learn something.”

“Are you crazy? That old guy seemed strong, but we know what those needles could do. We don’t have anything against him. How could you be so cavalier about using such a method?”

Cloudhawk had obviously been joking. How the hell was she so thick?

This was just the sort of person Autumn was – direct and earnest. She took people’s words at face value. To her, Cloudhawk was clearly overstepping. Barb’s relic was incredible but was hardly reliable. By her own words, it only worked a fourth of the time. And those that do have their minds successfully read suffer terrible side effects. Cyclops was a perfect example.

Who knew what had happened to that crazy bandit since they abandoned him? He’d lost his mind, so if an animal hadn’t gotten him by now, then hunger and thirst certainly had.

Autumn closed her mouth and didn’t mention the old man again. 

However, the truth was that Cloudhawk had his own suspicions about the old man.

The cripple was a sorry sight with his leathery skin and tattered clothes – he looked just like a model wastelander. Only, that cane he’d been using was definitely a relic. Cloudhawk was certain the drunkard wasn’t the down-and-out wastelander he pretended to be.

So what, then? Another top-grade Elysian fighter cropping up out of nowhere? What Elysian big shot would choose to live out here in squalor?

“Senior, I found the washroom.” Barb came trotting back into the room, out of breath. “The hotel has several public washrooms we can use to shower. I checked one out by the way. They’re nice. You should try it.”

Cloudhawk had been thinking about washing off the dust from the road.

“I sense that things are… delicate here. Dangers hidden around every corner.” Cloudhawk spoke earnestly with Barb. “Collect whatever information you can while you’re wandering around. We especially want to know where that old drunkard came from. If shit goes down, we want to be prepared.”

Barb was eager and willing to follow instruction. “Got it! I’ll start poking around immediately.”

Barb slung the exorcist bow over her shoulder, grabbed her staff, and headed out.

Cloudhawk left as well, taking Oddball for backup.

He shut the door of their small room behind him and set off to find the washroom. What he found was a simple and crude room with a number of stalls separated by rotten wood partitions.

There was a charge to use the bathroom, naturally. Fifty silver. It was clearly marked and charged everyone who wanted to use it.

Out in the wastelands, bathwater and drinking water were two different things. For most places, bathwater was contaminated and not suitable for drinking. Letting too much into your gullet would harm the organs. Washing the grime off wasn’t a problem, though.

“Wait a minute!” Autumn came trundling after him while carrying a pair of buckets. “Let me shower first. You can keep an eye out.”

“Why? You need a bodyguard to shower now?”

“Nonsense, of course I do! This place is full of unsavory people. What if one of them gets some ideas?” Autumn wasn’t interested in haggling over this. She was anxious to get clean. “Just keep everyone out – that means you too. If you try to peek on me while I’m showering, I’ll… I’ll…”

Autumn suddenly realized she couldn’t even come up with a credible threat. 

“You’ll… offer your body to me?” Cloudhawk offered helpfully.

“Ugh! In your dreams!” She squared her shoulders and glared up at him. “If you walk in on me, I’ll crack my own head open!”

“Well, that’s… a unique threat.”

“And you won’t get a single Ebonycrs!”

“Fuck. Fine, you ruthless nutcase. I’ll keep watch.”

It was a rare thing for Cloudhawk to be so compliant, a welcome and happy event for Autumn. She threatened Cloudhawk a few more times before she was satisfied. She then heaved her buckets of water into the bathroom and shut the door. She carefully plucked off her clothes and hung them to the side before scooping the water over herself with a wooden ladle. The cool and refreshing sensation sank into her bones.

As she scrubbed her pale and tender skin, her mind went back to what Cloudhawk had said back in the room for some reason. An immature and undeveloped girl like you. What the hell did he mean by that? He was always looking down on her. Autumn didn’t put much thought into her body, but she wasn’t unhappy with how she’d filled out. As far as she was concerned, she had just as fine a figure as Barb.

Anyway, she was seventeen years old. What a double standard!

She inwardly groused over the insult. Back in her tribe, she was called the star-wreathed princess! Everyone – from the most ancient elders to her peers to the youngest children just learning to walk – they all knew who she was. They looked at her with respect! But, ever since leaving her home, she hadn’t come across a single decent person.

What Autumn learned was that she wasn’t really a princess at all. She was just a lucky girl living in the shadow of her parents. Her father was a hero of the Woodland Vale, and her mother had made equally important contributions to their home. Both had sadly passed from the world some time ago but had left a very deep impression on every member of her tribe.

Autumn was faced with the frightening and hurtful realization that she was nothing out here. No one knew her name, and she was constantly at the mercy of people like Cloudhawk. It was said that in the Elysian lands, there were men tens or hundreds of times more powerful than him as well. Before, she was a girl who knew nothing of the world beyond the end of her nose. Now, all of a sudden, she had been thrust into reality. Finally, she had come to realize how big the world was and how small her part in it was.

But, things would change as long as her quest in Fishmonger’s Borough went smoothly!

Autumn had finished with two buckets and lifted the third to pour over her head when she noticed something yellow under the turbid water. It was about a meter long and was covered in delicate scales. Two triangular antennae jutted from one end.

A desert viper!

Autumn had been afraid of snakes ever since she was little. With an ear-piercing shriek, she threw the wooden pail across the washroom, which frightened the snake as well. It coiled up and shot out from its watery respite and sank its teeth into Autumn’s thigh. She grabbed the thrashing reptile, pulled it off of her, and flung it aside. Her leg burned like it was on fire. In moments, her pale flesh was red like blood was pooling just below the surface.

“Help! Help me!”

Autumn hurriedly grabbed her clothes and pulled them on. Meanwhile, the snake was slithering closer for a second bite.

Her eyes were wide. She couldn’t get away from it. As the snake reared back, Cloudhawk kicked open the door and rushed in.

“What’s going on?”

Autumn jumped as though she’d been struck by lightning. She clutched her clothes to her chest would have jumped back if not for the deadly viper right behind her. With nowhere to go, she awkwardly stood there as all sorts of emotions raced through her. She felt like she wanted to faint.

The snake recovered from the shock of Cloudhawk’s sudden entry and started to move closer. Its supple body darted up from the ground like an arrow, aimed at Autumn’s backside. She instinctively lurched forward into the man standing before her. Cloudhawk wrapped his right arm around her hurled a metal spike at the viper with his left.

The snake vanished

Thud!

Half a breath later, the viper reappeared on the wall. A thick metal spike pinned it there. 

Autumn tried to shove Cloudhawk away, but a creeping darkness filled her vision – the poison was working its way through her veins. Her whole body felt burning hot, and her heart beat furiously. She felt like it would burst out of her chest any moment.

“Did it bite you?”

Cloudhawk dropped his eyes to Autumn’s right thigh. Wastelander animals were all deadly, especially poisonous vipers. Normal folk were paralyzed ten seconds after a bite and died after just a couple of minutes.

Mere moments had passed since she was bitten, but her frail thigh was already purple as the poison spread.

Fear and anxiety filled her. This was the first time anything like this had happened to her. She didn’t know what to do. Was the poison going to kill her? She didn’t want to die! What a shame, to die while showering. Her parents would roll over in their graves.

“Am I going to die?”

“Shut up and swallow this.”

When she opened her mouth, Cloudhawk shoved a pellet of something inside. He pulled her jaw closed, forcing her to swallow the pill down her gullet. Next, he pulled out a small knife and cut two cross-shaped wounds in her thigh. He then placed his mouth over the wounds and drew out mouthfuls of poison and blood.

It hurt more than anything she’d ever felt.

Covering what she could with her clothes, Autumn sat on the ground. Sitting here like this, in this condition, was unthinkable. But, as she sat with Cloudhawk drawing the poison from her system, she just leaned back with her eyes closed and endured. For some reason, she didn’t feel afraid anymore.


34 / Collateral Damage


Autumn lay in the room with her leg crudely bound. The area that was bit was numb but was otherwise okay. She looked at Cloudhawk standing before her. Because he’d sucked out the venom, his mouth had become swollen.

Autumn was a little nervous. She hoped the swelling was the only thing he’d suffer from helping her.

Of course, Cloudhawk was in no danger. His special constitution limited the damage toxins could do. At present, he was in the process of complaining. “It’s lucky you saw it when you did. A few seconds later and you’d be dead – or would have at least lost the leg.”

Autumn was still embarrassed by the whole ordeal. Her cheeks were red, and she looked off to the side, angry and ashamed. But, she was also grateful. At Cloudhawk’s dire words, she looked back at him. “Was it that serious?”

“No shit. Nothing that lives in the wastelands is safe to ignore. The viper was probably hiding in the water to escape the heat. They like to cool off in water especially. Recklessly throwing it around scared it. That’s why it bit you.” Cloudhawk shook his head. “The medicine I gave you came from a friend who got it from the Sanctuary back in Skycloud. You can’t buy it out here no matter how much money you throw around. Without it, you wouldn’t be here talking to me.”

Autumn understood that all of this was because she hadn’t been careful. But, she was the victim here. Not only had she been bitten, but Cloudhawk had also seen more of her than she was comfortable with.

The hooligan got a good eyeful and got to be the hero, but instead of improving his attitude, he just treated her worse. She felt indescribably maligned, like she’d been kicked while she was down. She could just die.

But, she couldn’t really blame him. She had to just accept it.
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Barb set out on her mission to learn all she could. The best way to do that, she felt, was to ask the shop assistants.

Many of the people trying to make their way to Fishmonger’s Borough were quite famous in the wastelands. That made it easy to gather information. Only the old drunkard was the exception. No one knew a thing about him other than the fact that he’d been around for a few days.

At least the sandstorm outside had started to calm down.

Barb took advantage of the lull to go outside and get some fresh air. Outside, the place was almost buried in heaps of sand. Seeing this, she was starting to understand how dangerous getting caught out in one of those storms was. A group of large men had set about shoveling out the sand and getting things in order.

Barb bent her knees and jumped. She sprang a full four meters and landed nimbly on the top of the earthen walls that surrounded the hostel. She shielded her eyes from the sun’s glare with one hand and peered out into the horizon. In contrast to when they were forced to stop, she could now peer out over the whole field of quicksand.

The minefield of pits and monsters they’d dodged on the way here was just the edge. On the other side of the hostel, the same scene stretched out farther than she could wrap her head around. It stretched out as far as the eye could see, all the way to the limit of her vision. She squinted as the endless sands reflected the sun’s rays.

Pools of quicksand merged to create rivers of moving sand that crisscrossed forward. They were hard to pick out with the naked eye, but she saw signs of them as far out as a hundred kilometers before she couldn’t make out any more. Out in the distance, she could see the border where choking sands still hung in the air like a curtain. Unlike the sandstorm, it was constant, an ancient staple of this deadly place that ignored wind currents.

Why would they build a city in a place like this? How did it even get a name like Fishmonger’s Borough in the middle of a desert?

Barb’s curiosity was piqued, and she felt that familiar lust for adventure tugging at her. The more mysterious the object, the more she yearned to uncover its secrets. The truth was that Barb had already started to grow weary of a bounty hunter’s life, but she wasn’t strong enough to live as she wanted. Traveling with her senior killed two birds with one stone.

Alright, well that’s enough. Time to make my report.

Barb hopped off the wall and made her way back towards the entrance when a gruff series of curses caught her ear. It sounded like some sort of conflict. Curious, she approached to get a better look.

“Motherfucker! Do you know who this is?” A group of men stood huddled together. The first one she saw was a tall man covered by a thick cloak. His face was red, scorched by the sun and sand. He had a mop of black hair. There was something unsavory about him, especially his face which looked as gaunt as a skull. He carried a pair of large hammers as his weapons. Silent and intimidating, he just stood by the door while an older man with a large curly beard hollered. “Anyone who stands in the Red-Faced Ghost’s way dies. You fuckwits wanna be next?”

This was the Red-Faced Ghost? That was a famous name in the wastelands.

Red-Face for short, he was the boss of a bandit clan. He didn’t operate in the borderlands much, but his crew was known far and wide throughout the wastelands. In the last decade, he’d made quite a name for himself and was now here with a dozen of his henchmen right outside the door. Only, several hotel workers were barring them from entering.

Bonobo treated the infamous robber gang leader the same way he’d greeted Cloudhawk. “We’re full up. Come back later.”

Red-Face was as silent as a tombstone.

His henchman with the curly beard swaggered forward. “Who the fuck do you think you are? You worthless sack of rotwolf puke. You’ve got some fuckin’ stones thinkin’ you can stand before the boss and talk like that!”

“Get the fuck outta here,” Bonobo replied.

The bearded man did not take that well.

Red-Face was also scowling with displeasure. He was holding back, but he wasn’t moving to stop his subordinate from acting in his stead. Seeing this, the bearded man wrenched a machete from a loop on his belt. Its mirror-like sheen caught the sun, cold, brutal, and thirsty for blood.

Bonobo was unimpressed. “I’ll say it one more time. Fuck off.”

The bearded bandit was done arguing. Without hesitation, he whipped the blade at the owner. Its tip whistled through the air. As it traveled, onlookers were struck with the distinct impression that it was no mere weapon. The sword seemed like it was dragging its wielder behind its tremendous power, not the other way around. Red-Face’s right hand knew how to handle himself.

Barb suspected it would take some effort on her part if she ever had to kill him. 

The bearded man wasted no time and gave no quarter, aiming for Bonobo’s head. A curtain of blood showered the area. With a thud, a head hit the sand.

Only, the head did not belong to Bonobo.

The bandit’s sword was sharp, sharp enough to easily slice through bone. He turned it on the hotel owner, who was unarmed. However, it was more accurate to say that Bonobo held no weapon. He used his fists.

One slap. The bearded man’s head was slapped off his shoulders like a ripe melon. Barb could hardly believe what she’d witnessed.

Bonobo reacted with the explosiveness of a mortar shell. Suddenly, Barb knew why Cloudhawk hadn’t picked a fight when they showed up as she could immediately see the power this ugly roughneck possessed. If Cloudhawk hadn’t stopped her, she likely would have ended up like this mouthy asshole.

Was the Red-Faced Ghost not a feared name throughout the wastelands? One of his most trusted men had been brutally murdered right before his eyes – quite literally a lethal slap in the face. But, he was powerless to do anything about it.

Bonobo fixed Red-Face with a hard gaze. “Anyone else wanna give it a shot?”

“That shithead always talked too much. We went back a long ways. You saved me the trouble.” If the ghost of the brigand’s loyal follower could see his master poking his head with the toe of his boot, one wondered how he might react. But, he was dead and gone. Red-Faced turned around to scold the rest of his crew. “I’ve told you lot again and again. Rules are rules! You can’t break ‘em cuz they don’t suit you. Don’t like it, bring it up with this guy.”

Red-Face put his foot on the gently oozing head of the dead bandit. The rest of his crew felt their blood run cold.

The bearded man had run with Red-Face for more than ten years. Every night, they shared booze and women. Then, when his head was slapped clean off, Red-Face wasn’t even mad. In fact, he didn’t seem to care much at all. It was pretty clear what he thought of the rest of them.

“Rules can’t be broken, but maybe they can be bent. You’ve got a lot of people here, but does everyone deserve a room? I’m guessin’ if someone vacates their lodging, that’ll open a room for us, am I right?”

As the last word rolled off his tongue, one of the bandit leader’s hammers went flying from his hand.

Right at Barb’s face.

She’d been peeping and thought she was well hidden. The hideous red-faced bandit’s sneak attack took her completely by surprise. She was quick enough to reach instinctively for her exorcist rod but was not quick enough to summon its power.

The hammer slammed into her staff.

Barb felt like she’d been hit by a truck. She was flung back a full three meters before hitting the ground. She coughed up a mouthful of blood.

As Red-Face was preparing to throw his second hammer, a flash of yellow caught his eye. Yellow feathers as sharp as daggers flashed across his throat. Only, the bandit’s skin was as hard as iron, and Oddball’s surprise assault didn’t cut open his neck.

Clang!

The hammer was held fast before it could leave the bandit’s hand.

“Guests are under the hotel’s protection.” Bonobo held the iron-forged head of the hammer in his grip. He tightened his fingers, leaving deep imprints in the metal. “Once they leave, you can do whatever the hell you want. But, while they’re here, I have the final say.”

“It’s been a long time since I’ve met someone like you out here in the wastes.” Red-Face’s scowl was savage and horrible. “I’m anxious to see what the master’s capable of. Maybe we can compare notes. What do you say?”

Suddenly, the long hair that sprouted from Red-Face’s head rose though there was no wind. He reeled back and smashed his hammer into Bonobo’s shoulder. The hotel owner stood in place, unmoving as the weapon hit. The sound that rang out was like a hammer striking an anvil. A blast of concussive energy kicked up dust several meters around them.

It didn’t even leave a mark!

Unless he was some sort of super mutant, Bonobo had to be a martial artist. Mutants relied on their physical changes to protect them from harm, but martial artists learned defensive skills that made them nearly invincible, methods like gathering true strength from their cells moments before an attack landed to make their flesh impenetrable.

The two men exchange a flurry of attacks and counterattacks.

Bang!

Bonobo’s fighting style wasn’t flashy. He slammed his fist into Red-Face’s hammer and knocked the bandit back several meters. His arms tingled from the vibrations that rang through the weapon. The famous killer was surprised at the exchange. How could this nameless hotel owner in the middle of nowhere train to such a level? His defenses were overwhelming.

Red-Face’s hammers dealt tremendous damage. In their furious exchange, his attacks were knocked aside and left massive cracks and craters in the earthen wall whenever it struck. Red-Face wasn’t a pushover and was as strong as Bonobo in every way. In the end, it was hard to tell who would win.

But, for the moment, Bonobo had the upper hand.

If Red-Face continued fighting on the back foot, then the odds were against him. Still, if Bonobo was going to win, it would cost him. The bandit took the initiative to back off with a mirthful chuckle. “You make a worthy protector for these travelers. I’ve caused enough trouble today. We’ll finish this up another time.”

The Red-Faced Ghost led his men away from the hotel. However, he wasn’t going to give up on getting into Fishmonger’s Borough.

Red-Face was counting on what he could smuggle from the city. The rare treasures and resources Fishmonger’s Borough was said to hold were valuable, to say the least. So, if doing things the right way wasn’t going to work out, then he’d had to resort to other measures. After all, there was no such thing as right or wrong out here in the wastelands. There was only what worked and what didn’t.


35 / Stubbornness


Barb pulled herself up off the floor. Wrong place, wrong time. She’d nearly had her ass handed to her and become collateral damage. 

Anyone put in this situation would have found it simply irritating, but Barb in particular wasn’t known for her even temper. The whole thing made her hopping mad.

The Red-Faced Ghost had attacked her for no reason at all. He had held back no punches and was ready to kill her without a second thought. If she’d been half a second slower, the asshole’s hammer would have crippled or killed her.

“Cocksucker! Go to hell, you fucking nutbag!”

Barb rushed at her attacker with psychic energy pulsing through the exorcist rod. Just as she was preparing to release a blast of power, something stopped her. It was like she had smacked headfirst into a mountain, which forced her to stagger back a few steps. Her angry eyes shot up at the figure who’d suddenly blocked her path. She was ready to skewer them but stopped when she met Bonobo’s deep and inscrutable gaze. She had to settle for shooting both men a menacing gaze.

“I’ll repeat myself. Again,” Bonobo said in a threatening growl to everyone. “No fighting in my fuckin’ hotel.”

“Are you blind?!” Barb knew Bonobo was a lot stronger than he looked, so she had no recourse. “He started it! He attacked me for no reason. Now get out of my way. This dickhead needs to have his attitude adjusted. Let him learn what happens when you piss off a demon hunter!”

Demon hunter? Red-Face paused. However, when the surprise passed, Barb did not receive the respect or worship she anticipated. While the men looked nervously at her exorcist weaponry, they seemed neither afraid nor apologetic.

Bonobo didn’t give a shit about right and wrong. There were only rules. “If you want to kill him, then go outside.”

“The virtuous lady wishes to challenge the Red-Faced Ghost?” The bandit’s hideous red face split into a malicious grin. His unbridled, hungry gaze slithered over her body. “Your only advantage is a nice pair of tits. You should join us. Let the boys take turns grabbin’ handfuls. We’ll make sure to keep our pretty girl protected in those cold wastelands nights.”

His henchmen smirked at the dark prospect.

Red-Face went on, “What? You don’t think it’s a good deal?”

Barb grew up as a commoner in Skycloud. She got to where she was today through nothing but her own grit and determination. She had more pride and self-respect than any noble.

How could she show herself in a sea of people if she wasn’t relentless and stubborn? Now this shit-stain was insulting her, and she was just supposed to turn a blind eye?

Of course, pissing her off was exactly what Red-Face was aiming to do.

He could tell from her gear that Barb was a genuine demon hunter from the Elysian lands. But, this wasn’t the borderlands. They were in the northern barrens. People here knew Skycloud existed, but its influence didn’t extend this far. There wasn’t much fear or respect for Elysians in these parts.

What gave Elysians the right to hoard all that food, water, and fertile soil for themselves? Why did wastelanders have to live and die in the dirt just because they were unfortunate enough to be born on the other side of some fucking wall?

There was a deep and lasting enmity here for Elysians. Every city, every tribe cursed the name Skycloud. But, they knew they were outmatched. They didn’t have the gall of a group like the Dark Atom to fight back.

But, this girl was alone, with nothing but a low-level relic to protect her. She definitely wasn’t someone important back where she came from.

Demon hunters from important families almost always had fancy relics given to them even as novices. This one was in her twenties – she was tough and experienced but still used exorcist gear. That could only mean she was a scrub and not much of a threat.

Red-Face’s plan had just been to provoke a guest, get rid of them, and then take the vacant room. Now that he knew who Barb was, though, his plans changed. 

There wasn't a ton of demon hunters, and they were especially few and far between in these parts. Coming across one all the way out here was a rare opportunity. Besting one would definitely solidify his reputation, but more than that, she was a prize herself. She was young and reasonably attractive, a rare fruit to be tasted.

“So, what do you think?” he pressed. “You think you can take me in a fight?”

“If we’re gonna fight, then let’s get on with it! You think I’m scared?”

Red-Face knew that demon hunters didn’t usually travel the wastelands on their own. If she had an entourage, that was no problem, but if there were other demon hunters with her, things could get dicey. “So,” he went on calmly. “Call out your friends then. Let’s have at it.”

She hesitated. “This doesn’t concern anyone else, just you and me.”

“You got guts!”

If the girl was going to throw herself to the fire, it would be rude to deny her. 

What was Red-Face going to Fishmonger’s Borough for except to make some cash? If he could capture a demon hunter bitch, he wouldn’t even need to bother with the city. With those delicate Elysian features, she was prime goods out here, and she'd be worth twice as much since she was a demon hunter. 

For wastelanders, after a certain point, it didn’t matter what women looked like. A hole was a hole. What really shot costs up were quality and status. Like that of a demon hunter. She would fetch a pretty penny at any slave auction in the northern barrens.

Demon hunters were worshipped back in the Elysian lands. Turning her into a slave would slate any man’s lust for conquest. After all, the pleasures of the spirit were much greater than pleasures of the flesh.

Oddball was still nearby, fluttering around Barb. It saw everything that was happening and knew Barb was in danger. It tried to stop her, doing whatever it could to stall for time until Cloudhawk could show up. It was true that Oddball shared a connection with its master, but it was one that was limited by distance. The Warden was currently too far away. Oddball could do nothing but wait until Cloudhawk came within range.

Asking for Cloudhawk’s help had crossed her mind, but she abandoned the thought. This was her problem. She couldn’t stomach troubling his Excellency with it.

She couldn’t run to him any time someone bullied her. That was no different than a young girl being teased and running for her daddy. To Barb, if she couldn’t handle something as simple as a personal insult, then she deserved his Excellency’s scorn.

She was a big girl. She didn’t need someone to wipe her ass for her. She wasn’t an idiot either. She knew Red-Face was strong. She knew it was probably a trap. But that wasn’t enough for her to back down. This was life out here in this rough place. Some things had to be done even if you knew it was trouble.

Barb waved Oddball out of her face. She jumped up onto the earthen wall surrounding the hotel and then down onto the sandy ground outside. Brandishing her exorcist rod, she called a challenge. “Bring it on!”

Suddenly, a dull pain bloomed in her chest. The injury from his earlier attack was worse than she thought.

Red-Face appeared atop the wall. At her challenge, he roared back, leaped into the air, and came crashing down towards her with both hammers poised. He knew how to fight and started their contest by charging towards her like an avalanche. How many skilled fighters died because they talked too much shit? Take whatever opportunities present themselves. Attack at the right time. This was the most important rule of combat: life before banter.

“Contemptible.”

Barb wasn’t expecting it, but she was ready this time. Her exorcist rod immediately began to spin and kicked up a howling wind. She lunged forward, swung her arms up, and caught the hammers with her staff.

Boom!

Barb was flung five meters away. She caught herself, gasping, with pain shooting up her arms from the impact. This asshole was strong!

Red-Face hit the ground and pushed off the soft earth with his powerful legs. Great plumes of it were kicked up as he charged ahead. With a sinister smirk on his face, he closed in while windmilling his arms with a hammer in each hand. The force behind them kicked up a hurricane of wind and dust. At first glance, he could have been mistaken for a sand wyrm that was tearing her way. 

Bearing was important in a one-on-one contest. Intimidating the enemy often meant the upper hand. In his opening assault, Red-Face had forced Barb into a passive position and forced her to react to his pace.

Barb planted her feet while looking for a chance to counterattack when Red-Face suddenly stopped in his tracks. The plume of sand and wind in his wake rushed forward. Seeing this, Barb pushed off her supple legs and sprang backwards to avoid being blinded. Red-Face juked around to the side to try to flank her while their battlefield was choked with sand. He vanished from view.

Barb shut her eyes against the sand, which left her in darkness. She focused everything on her hearing, felt the vibrations, and listened for a sign. When Red-Face came at her from behind, she flung her staff around without even turning her head.

Bang! Crack! Their weapons met in a tempest of blows. The sound of their conflict reverberated like thunder.

The wall surrounding the hotel was thick with spectators now. Some were Red-Face’s henchmen. Others were merely passersby who had heard the commotion. It was supposed to be a good show, but they were denied the spectacle when the cloud of sand hid the combatants from view.

Red-Face was a fighter who relied on pure force. Years of harsh struggle were his teacher, and by now, he had crossed the threshold of mere fighter into the realm of martial artist. Every blow hummed with true power, with enough force to obliterate all his foes up to this point. For the time being, Barb was protecting herself with her relic, but so far, it had not given her any sort of advantage.

From the start of their battle, she’d successfully blocked four or five deadly blows. However, she had yet to see an opportunity to answer with strikes of her own.

“Hehehe, is this the best a demon hunter can do? Honestly, it’s a bit pathetic. Kneel. Beg for forgiveness. Swear to be my slave and maybe I’ll consider keeping you alive. Wildcats are less vicious once you pull their teeth out.”

Barb could tell that her situation was getting worse by the minute. She was already pulling out all the stops to keep herself from being smashed apart. In comparison, Red-Face still looked like he could go on.

Whoosh!

A war hammer came right at her!

Cold iron struck Barb squarely in the abdomen and brought her to her knees. Red-Face was easily strong enough to shatter bone, but he’d obviously been holding back. It wasn’t out of mercy but because a full-armed strike would have outright killed or maimed her. Red-Face needed her whole. It was the only way she’d fetch a good price. No one wanted broken goods.

Barb swung her staff and rose back onto her feet to which Red-Face responded with another swing of his hammer. As she flipped out of reach, his hammer hit the ground and left a telling crater where her feet had been. Barb had taken serious damage but could still stand.

The bandit’s faintly visible silhouette dashed through the sand. He caught Barb with a kick, knocking her back again. A savage grin split his ugly face as he slowly closed the distance once more. He stepped on her prostrate form and pinned her to the ground. “Come on, bitch. Call me master – lemme hear how it sounds.”

Barb’s blood mixed with the sand beneath her. Her fists were curled tightly. How did this happen? She’d worked hard her whole life only to lose to a wastelander.

Was this her fate? Humility was her destiny. With no noble blood and no great talent, it didn’t matter how much blood, sweat, and tears she put into improving. For all her diligence, drive, and faith, she was a girl caught beneath the boot of a wastelander bandit. 

Atop the wall, a pretty young girl watched with wide eyes. With a mix of fear and confusion, she begged the person next to her, “Why don’t you do something?! He’s going to kill her!”

“What a pain in the ass… Send her off for a simple task and she starts picking fights.”

The young man beside her stood atop the wall and stared down. The wind tousled his tattered grey cloak and black hair. Whatever expression was on his face was hidden behind the silver ghost-faced mask he wore. The hilt of a sword jutted above his right shoulder, still in its sheath, and a fist-sized bird perched on his left. His arms were crossed before his chest. The young man did not seem in any hurry to intervene.

It wasn’t the right time.

He recognized the bottleneck holding her back. The only way to get through it was if she broke past it on her own.

Cloudhawk could jump in and save her from the wastelander, but he wasn’t going to be around forever. He wanted to see just how much potential she could tap into when she really needed it.


36 / My Turn To Play


Barb suddenly shot up from the ground and whipped her exorcist rod towards the Red-Faced Ghost. The bandit easily sidestepped her attack. A pair of trenches were left in the sand from where he slid backward. He was just too quick, too skilled. Barb hadn’t managed to even snag his clothing throughout this whole ordeal.

Barb was in a bad way. A trickle of blood dripped from her tousled hair down across her forehead. She looked like a wild woman, covered in dirt and wounds. It was at this moment of conflict that a strange thought crept into her mind.

Were the Elysian lands really the utopia she thought they were?

Wastelanders thought so. Most Elysians did too. Barb, though… she wasn’t convinced.

Elysians were people, same as anyone, and people were flawed. They were capable of doing terrible, unconscionable things in the name of greed and selfishness. That was just the way the hearts of men were made. Wastelanders wore this dark part of themselves in the open, but Elysians had it suppressed in the name of piety.

Suppressed, not erased.

There could be no light without shadow.
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It’d been a cold winter that year in the border town. A young girl with her face and hands red from the chill wandered the streets. Her thin body was covered in threadbare rags. They were the only things protecting her from the weather while she begged. Her very ill mother was inside their modest home, hacking from the sickness that consumed her lungs. Her father was a well-known rogue in town. He’d been a carpenter once, a good one too. But, gambling and alcohol consumed him. Eventually, those two vices stole what little they had to feed and clothe their small family.

The girl’s earliest memories of her father were of him stumbling drunkenly through their home and beating her and her mother.

She never understood it. Her mother was a famous beauty. Why did she marry a drunk and abusive piece of trash like him? She didn’t understand why her father couldn’t treat them better like all the other families.

As it turned out… she wasn’t her father’s daughter at all.

Her birth father was a demon hunter who’d left their town some time ago – the greatest member of their community in a decade. Like all the other girls in town, her mother had been infatuated with him.

The demon hunter eventually ran off to Skycloud in pursuit of a better future. There, he married a noblewoman from a respected family. With such illustrious prospects, there was no gain for him to keep a humble village woman. So, like in any cliché romance story, the good-hearted village woman was cast aside. To protect himself, the demon hunter used his prestigious standing to spread rumors and drag the woman’s name through the mud.

When he was done with her, the town shunned the woman. She was a stain on their honor, a tarnished thing no one dared associate with. The church wouldn’t even permit her to pray inside its walls.

Eventually, she married the gambler as a last resort. He was a despicable drunk, but he at least brought food home from time to time.

Worry and fatigue hounded the woman and eventually manifested as illness. Day after day, it consumed her from the inside. The town doctor was indifferent and wouldn’t even see the little girl when she cracked her head once. 

More sad news came when the man she called her father was found dead in a garbage heap. He’d drunken himself into a stupor and was found three days later. She remembered the smell when they brought him home.

She couldn’t bear it anymore.

Her mother held on for a few more months. When the disease had nearly claimed her, she pulled opened up a trunk tucked away in a corner of their hovel. In the bottom was a nice white dress – the only decent set of clothing she owned. For the first time in years, she dressed herself up, put on her make-up, and did her hair. 

She sat before her mirror, remembering days from long ago as tears streamed down her face. Those memories carried her into the darkness as she drank a vial of poison she kept at her bedside.

To this day, the girl remembered holding her mother while awash in blood and tears. With her last breaths, she apologized for her life. Every day she carried on was another day she held her daughter down. She told the little girl that she had to rely on herself from then on. Don’t let anyone or anything hold her back. Let them spread their rumors. Dry her tears. The gods knew the truth. Don’t hold on to any hatred because hatred never brought any good in the end.

Her mother didn’t want a funeral. The girl wrapped her in a straw mat and brought her body to the church for help. Although Skycloud had many a good soul, none were interested in helping a pitiful, hopeless girl and her dead mother.

Below the winter sun, the beggar girl disappeared. There was just a child who was desperate to bury her own mother.

Her mother had been a devout believer even though it seemed as though the gods had abandoned her. The girl couldn’t bear to bury her out in the wilderness, so she tried to arrange a humble funeral despite her mother’s wishes.

But, who would stoop to help this dirty, tragic girl? Who would suffer the ire of others and waste time, effort, and money on these pariahs? The town’s clergymen were friends of the demon hunter who so maligned her mother and would deny her a funeral even if she had the money.

The girl was lost. With nowhere to go, nowhere to turn, she knelt at the bend of a busy intersection in town with her pleas etched on a charcoal board stained with tears. [1]

A group of boys about her age spotted her. They cursed her, laughed at her, and called her mother a whore. Asking to have a sinner like that buried in a church was beyond shameless.

The girl fought back. Her mother was not a whore, she screamed. It was all that man’s fault. They spit on her and laughed in her face. One took her board and smashed it to pieces. It was more than she could take. When she lost her temper, she pounced on the bows like a hurricane of nails and teeth. Still, there were more of them than there was of her. Six boys pushed her to the ground and beat her with their hands and feet.

She curled into a ball and covered her head. However, she didn’t cry anymore.

“Stop!”

The sound crashed down on them, as sharp as their blows. It was loud, full of power and command.

A lavish carriage was passing by and was the source of the voice. When the boys heard it, they scattered. A middle-aged man dressed in a white coat stepped from the carriage. The girl thought he looked as pure as fresh snow. He was elegant, noble, almost inhuman, and wherever he passed, the world seemed just a little brighter.

His eyes were deep and filled with insight and wisdom. There was no sense of tyranny about him, but eyes were inexorably drawn his way.

The young girl had never seen anyone so incredible.

He said nothing at first. He looked at her chalkboard and then back to her. Eventually, he asked her to share her story.

Later that day, the girl’s mother was brought into the church and absolved of her sins. She was given a solemn and respectful funeral that nearly everyone in the town attended. All of this was so completely different from the day before.

And the boys who beat her? One by one, they were publicly spanked, and their parents came with gifts of food and money to beg for her forgiveness. The most extravagant shows of remorse, however, came from the town’s highest levels. The chaplain, garrison commander, and the mayor – men the young girl didn’t even dare look at directly – spent most of the night kneeling before her door. They would not leave until she gave them her forgiveness. The next day, they were all removed from office for their despicable corruption.

When the man in white reappeared before her, he told her simply, “I can make any wish of yours come true. Just speak your heart’s desire.”

The girl didn’t know who he was, but she knew he had to be someone special. Those words stayed with her for the rest of her life. Though she wasn’t sure why, one desire crystallized in her mind. 

“I want to be a demon hunter.”

The man looked down at her. His clothes were still that spotless white. They reflected the light and encased him in brilliance. It wasn’t uncomfortable. On the contrary, being in his presence brought her a sense of comfort. “Alright, you seem to have the aptitude. I will teach you.”

Years passed. The girl became a woman. With the help of the town, she was admitted into demon hunter training.

After years of inquiry, the girl learned who it was that came to her all those years ago. His name was Baldur Cloude [2], one of the three master demon hunters of Skycloud and Demon hunter Knight-Commander of the League of Demon Hunters. He was a true and legendary paladin of the gods.

More sad news came to the girl on the eve of her graduation. Baldur was dead! But how? What could have killed such an incredible man?

After graduating, there were rich families like the Lunaes who were interested in taking her in. There were also military families keen to have her join, but she declined them all. She chose to enter the League of Demon hunters to honor the memory of the man who saved her life. 
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When Barb opened her eyes again, the fear and uncertainty were gone. What was left was a perfect calm. Her heart was as placid as a lake surface. In smooth, slow motions, she leveled her exorcist rod towards her foe. At that moment, the vigor of a thousand warriors filled her.

Red-Face saw it and was afraid.

She was wounded, he knew that much. However, she still had the power to stand and fight. Standing was one thing, but this aura… even the infamous desert bandit suppressed a tremble.

Hmph! She’s a spent bullet just trying to puff herself up. One more hit and this fight’s over.

Red-Face swung his hammers to kick up another tempest of sand and wind. They never seemed to stop as he rushed at the demon hunter.

Barb stood fast before the savage onslaught, and from her blood-tinged lips arose a battle cry that shook the earthen walls of the hotel. Without even seeing her target, she released a blast of energy easily twice as strong as she was normally capable of.

She rose up as though she weighed nothing with just the tips of her feet still on the ground. She took seven steps forward, and with each step, she left behind a pool of energy. Her footfalls twinkled like stars as the power blossomed like lotus flowers. With her final step, the ground gave way, leaving a crater in her wake.

Red-Face quailed.

Power he could hardly believe was pouring from this mere girl, true power dredged from every cell of her being. With every step, she was gathering it from deep inside, and by the seventh footfall, she was a font of terrifying strength. Combined with the focused might of her demon hunter powers, she was an unstoppable force.

But, with age came wisdom. Red-Face had survived countless fights against all manner of opponents. His response was quick and effective. He spun to the side just in time to avoid being impaled through the heart by Barb’s staff and knocked it away with his hammer. The maul in his off hand crashed into her flank.

Both of them went flying away from one another.

Red-Face hit the ground and rolled a few meters before springing back onto his feet. His brush with death left him shaken and drenched in a cold sweat. He was on the edge of collapse. When Barb hit the floor, she was spent. There was nothing she had left with which to get back on her feet.

“Tut, tut, tut… I thought you were a kitten! Turns out you’re a tigress.” Red-Faced brandished his hammers as he stalked towards Barb. “I’ll start by crippling your hands. Let’s see if you ever pick up a weapon again.”

CLANG!

The sound of metal on metal pierced the air. Red-Face’s hammer was held fast by a black blade.

A figure gradually emerged before him, a dim shadow that eventually revealed itself as a man in a silver ghost mask. His unkempt black hair and tattered grey cloak rustled from the impact of their weapons.

Cloudhawk glared into the eyes of the bandit with terrifying hostility. His voice came through the mask like a specter’s hiss. “Not much point in kicking a girl around. It’s my turn to play.”

1. This is not an uncommon sight in China. Beggars will often find a corner and write out their story in chalk on the sidewalk or a board. Here’s a picture as an example. The commentary also points out the truth that government safety nets – especially for the elderly – are practically nonexistent.

2. Oh shit! Selene’s dad!


37 / Spearhead


Cloudhawk attacked without hesitation, sweeping with Quiet Carnage and lashing out with a streak of energy from the blade. It reached for Red-Face in an upward arc – if the sand could be seen as an ocean, then Cloudhawk’s blade swipe was like a shark’s fin closing in. Sand parted as it screamed past, leaving a trough in its wake.

Red-Face swung his hammers up to protect himself. The impact knocked him back.

Having shoved the bandit some distance away, Cloudhawk reached down to check on Barb. He fished an Elysian medicinal pellet from a pouch and pushed it into her mouth. “I didn’t think you had it in you. Where did that come from? Remind me never to piss you off.”

Barb was a little embarrassed. She coughed weakly, too beaten to be any use in a fight. With a face filled with shame, she looked up at him. “I’m sorry. I’m useless. This is all my fault, but you still came to help me.”

“Oh shut up. This is a good scrap! No trouble at all.” Cloudhawk straightened up. “You made a good breakthrough. Now, leave the rest to me. I needed a little exercise anyway.”

This young stranger was able to knock Red-Face back with a half-hearted swing of his arm. He couldn’t be any normal wastelander. From the way he showed up to his powerful fighting style, he had to be a demon hunter.

But, what really impressed the audience was Barb’s last-ditch attack. The onlookers couldn’t help but put themselves in Red-Face’s shoes. If it’d been them who had stood against her terrifying attack, could they have survived? In short, most of them couldn’t. Even if it didn’t kill them outright, they wouldn’t be walking away unscathed either.

They didn’t envy Red-Face. Based on what they witnessed, that woman was a terror no one was eager to scuffle with.

As they watched, the other hotel patrons were making calculations in the back of their mind. It was always best to deal with threats early, but this girl and her friend were a mystery they didn’t know anything about.

Red-Face wasn’t going to take any chances. He backed off another ten meters, his body shaking, and stared venomously at Cloudhawk. “This was a fair fight. Your excellency is interrupting. You show up at the tail end to take advantage after I’m spent. I’m not about to fight those bullshit odds. It seems Elysians can’t fight their own battles, eh? Is this how demon hunters act?”

“Say whatever you like.” Cloudhawk pulled his sword back and rested it on his shoulder. He stood unguarded as if they were having a nice afternoon stroll. He was different from the Elysians, that much was certain, and didn’t share their same stilted sense of propriety. Nothing the bandit said was going to get under his skin. If Red-Face was aiming to throw him off with insults, he was going to be disappointed. Cloudhawk answered with an almost lazy air, “I’m not unreasonable, but reason is a thing you use with other people. You see a rabid dog causing shit, you shut it up with the point of a knife. You can try and reason with a mutt till you’re blue in the face, but it isn’t gonna do you any good.”

Cloudhawk’s insulting words made veins bulge at the sides of Red-Face’s head. “What an arrogant Elysian fuck. Underestimating a wastelander’s power will cost you.”

“Don’t talk like you’re hot shit. You don’t represent the wastelands.” Cloudhawk was becoming impatient. “Alright, my time is precious. Come at me if you think you can, but if you keep fuckin’ around, I won’t go easy on you.”

Red-Face swallowed the injustice. A fight was a fight. If it was to be two fights, then so be it. This guy looked pretty young, so how strong could he be really? But, to be safe, the bandit leader motioned to his men along the wall. Half a dozen of them drew their weapons and dropped down to join Red-Face in the fight.

Cloudhawk looked at them dispassionately. “Calling some friends? Is that all you got left?”

“You broke the rules first. Don’t blame me for taking a page from your book!” Red-Face grinned and ordered his men to attack. He and the rest of his gang moved in to attack. With his hammers raised high, Red-Face charged. “I’ll show you just how strong the Ghost Pack is!”

The men he had with him were his crew’s best. Pick any one of them at random and he’d be a considerable threat for wastelanders. After their time pillaging on the road, they had good synergy. And with their leader at the fore, they were a force to be reckoned with.

The marksman of the group was the first to get a shot off. His pair of handguns fired eight shots in quick succession to make sure Cloudhawk couldn’t flee to either side. Instead of backing off, Cloudhawk pressed forward, his sword flashing. The bullets ricocheted away from him like they had been trying to pierce an iron curtain, and the Warden slipped through without trouble. Whoosh! In a blink, he was in their midst.

Cloudhawk wasn’t a large or intimidating guy, but his footprint nonetheless dug deep into the sand as he charged ahead. Even the air seemed to heat up around him, causing it to shimmer and warp. An army and its fortress couldn’t stand in his way.

As quick as fire and as strong as iron, he came crashing down on them with a thousand pounds of pressure and a thunderous blast.

In the instant before the two sides met, Cloudhawk swung his sword. It seemed to cut the sky in two. Onlookers could clearly see the friction of its passage coughing out sparks. The relic was also humming with a purple aura, which increased its scope and power.

Strong. So strong!

It was incredible that he could gather so much strength in such a short period of time. What the spectators saw from Barb was incredible but composed. This guy’s headlong charge seemed like it could rout an army. A few in the crowd recognized it for what it was: Spearhead!

Spearhead was a martial technique taught to members of the Elysian army. Typically, only their most capable officers were able to learn its secret. It was used to penetrate the enemy’s first line and rout their defenses. That’s how it earned the name Spearhead.

Did that mean this young man was a soldier? He had to be. Otherwise, how could he know how to perform a move like this?

Red-Face thought he had things under control until he saw the unexpected scene unfold. This young demon hunter was far stronger than he’d given him credit for. Cloudhawk tore through the group, smashing into one of them and blasting him into pieces. Cloudhawk and his deadly black sword kept going, right towards Red-Face.

He had no choice but to hide behind his hammers again. A tremendous BANG sounded out.

Red-Face cleverly used what techniques he knew to deflect most of the blow’s force. He timed it to leverage Cloudhawk’s own force to knock him safely out of the way. Meanwhile, the remaining bandits scrambled to surround him. After using up all his strength, it was the perfect opportunity to gang up.

Cloudhawk paid them no mind. He was fixated entirely on their leader. As Red-Face was retreating, Cloudhawk planted his feet on the ground and kicked up a wave of sand. The series of attacks had begun to wear on him, but the Warden didn’t stop. With another sudden surge of power, he rocketed forward towards Red-Face.

Spearhead? Again?! How?!

The bandit crew boss knew a little about Spearhead, at least enough to know what kind of strain it put on the body. It was supposed to be intense, exhausting, a one-and-done sort of attack to overwhelm the enemy. As far as anyone knew, you couldn’t do it again until you recovered. It was one of the important drawbacks of the technique.

Yet, Cloudhawk had launched into a second Spearhead only moments after using the first. It was unheard of!

Quiet Carnage was closing in, arcing threateningly through the air!

The second charge was even stronger than the first. The impact knocked Red-Face’s hammers from his hands.

The bandit’s arms couldn’t bear the load and felt a stabbing pain rise through both. The impact must have cracked his bones. The pain and surprise forced a cry from his throat, and in a shrill voice, he called for mercy. “Stop! I give!”

“I’m not interested in surrender.”

Cloudhawk rushed forward with a third Spearhead. Even the air around him could hardly stand it and almost seemed to boil. His third swipe from his sword unleashed every ounce of power in his body at all once. It also resonated with the aura of his relic. The subsequent stroke of power cut Red-Face in half like he was made of paper.

“I want your goddamn life.”

Red-Face tumbled to the ground in two pieces, severed at the waist. At the moment before blood loss took him, he stared wide-eyed and disbelieving at the mess of meat and organs where his abdomen used to be. He never stood a chance! He’d been completely annihilated!

Against Barb, Red-Face was able to use his superior agility to protect himself from her heavy blows. That didn’t work against this man. Though young, he was an expert. His body was a weapon. He hadn’t found a single flaw in his series of attacks.

So young, so strong, so potent… who the hell was this kid?

Cloudhawk was sweating and breathing heavily after the successive blows. He’d learned Spearhead from Drake, and Instructor Skinner had taught him the specifics of how to summon his body’s true strength. Much of the three years he’d spent in Hell’s Valley had been used to master just this skill. Performing Spearhead this way was weaker than usual but was a lot more versatile.

After all, Cloudhawk wasn’t fighting armies. He didn’t need to burst through ranks of soldiers. He was only after one man. Agility was more important than brute force. Each successive use of Spearhead also borrowed the previous one’s momentum. As a result, each charge was stronger and faster than the last. It left his target with no way to fight back.

Until finally, he cut him cleanly in half.

Incredible. Red-Face was a name men feared in the northern barrens, a bandit who – for better or for worse – was well known out here. Yet, despite his reputation, some no-name outsider squashed him as easily as an insect.

Spectators found it hard to accept. Red-Face might have used a fair amount of energy in his first fight, but he didn’t even last three rounds in the second. The gulf between the two men was obviously too large for the bandit to handle. It was simply unbelievable.

The remainder of Red-Face’s crew knew it was hopeless and fled. They didn’t even look back, afraid to catch the man’s attention.

Of course, Cloudhawk couldn’t care less about these small fries. He walked back over to Barb and helped her stand. She looked at him with stars in her eyes, ready to fall to her knees before him in worship. She knew Cloudhawk was capable of amazing things, but she now saw the extent of it for herself. It was far beyond what she expected.

Barb opened her mouth to say something, but before she could, the sound of a gunshot blast echoed from the wall.

He just managed to raise his sword and knock the bullet away. The surprise made him stumble back a step. With hard eyes and a pursed brow, he glared towards the wall that was thick with spectators. They all looked back at him with abject terror.

From among the crowd, a voice arose. “This guy’s good, but if we just let him walk away without a scratch, it’ll be like he just spat in every wastelander’s face! Red-Face wasn’t going to stand for it and neither will we!”

This instigator was obviously trying to band everyone together to remove Cloudhawk from the picture.

“Do you assholes have no shame?” Barb shouted back.

No sooner had she answered than another group of men dropped from the wall with weapons drawn. Suddenly, the strip of land outside Dust Bowl Lodge became a killing field as opportunistic thugs positioned themselves for a fight. In an unexpected turn of events, the inevitable conflict for the right to enter Fishmonger’s Borough had started early.

“Fine! If we’re doin’ it anyway, then it might as well be today!” Cloudhawk recognized that there was no hiding this time. But, as his enemies were arranging themselves before him, the Warden’s eyes rose when he saw an inconspicuous figure on the wall. It was the drunkard. “Hey, old man, what about you?”

“Oh, I’m not interested in joining the fun.” The grungy lush picked at his earwax with one finger in a show of disinterest. Obviously, he was just here for the drama. “But, since you bought me a few drinks, I’ll promise to look after your lady friends when you’re dead. You don’t need to worry about that.”

Cloudhawk responded with a string of choice curses.


38 / Carnage


Outside the Dust Bowl Lodge, amidst the dunes, the lust for blood was rising.

Out in this chaotic mess, a fight came whether you wanted it or not. The reason wasn’t discussed. Sometimes, it was over a little thing. Sometimes, it was for no reason whatsoever. It didn’t matter. Bodies in the dirt and rivers of blood were a common sight since the world was destroyed.

There was nothing to be done. This was the wastelands, after all.

Autumn didn’t know whether it was from the beating sun or the fear that gripped her, but she was drenched in sweat. Her fists were clenched at her sides, eyes glued to the scene below.

The sun’s rays were reflected off the yellow-white sand, forcing her to squint. Dozens of men had started to close in around Cloudhawk, who was alone in a sea of angry faces.

Autumn didn’t doubt Cloudhawk’s abilities… but would he be able to defend himself against so many at once?

The lame drunkard hobbled his way to Barb’s side. The hunched boozer supported himself on his walking stick with two hands, an appearance that made him outwardly unthreatening. Barb seemed safe for the moment, but was she really? No one was sure whether the drunkard was a friend or foe. As for Autumn, she was within the hotel’s walls. For the time being, she was under Bonobo’s protection. However, how long would that last?

The wastelanders looked at her with eyes like fire. Sooner or later, she was going to get burned.

Autumn was feeling more uneasy by the second.

In battle, everyone understood the concept; the mantis throws itself heedlessly at the cicada, unaware that the finch would close in at the first opportunity. Everyone wanted to be the finch, but that wasn’t how things worked. Someone had to make the first move.

Whoosh!

Someone with a massive shield tried to bash him in the face. It was dented and scarred from many battles but was still serviceable. A stream of something dark had stained a part of it, and no amount of washing would erase it. It was blood from someone whose life the shield claimed.

They were finally making their move.

Alright, I haven’t had a good fight since I left Hell’s Valley.

Cloudhawk was a wastelander. It didn’t matter what he looked like on the outside. His heart had been forged in conflict. This was going to be a fine chance for him to see how much he could really stretch.

Cloudhawk spun through the air and caught the shield with a dropkick.

Clang!

The several-hundred-kilogram shield was flung away.

A huge man, easily two-and-a-half meters tall, stepped out from the crowd. His face was dull and sluggish. His eyes were dim. He was clearly not a fellow known for his intelligence. But, his skin looked as tough as that of a rhinoceros, and he was further protected by a set of extremely thick armor. His weapon was a giant maul as well as the massive shield Cloudhawk had just kicked away.

Most of the crowd was made up of mutants and metahumans. Judging by the look of them, they were largely constitution-based.

Men like this had skin as tough as animal hide. Boil them and they didn’t blister. Scorch them and they didn’t burn. Even in death, their flesh was as hard as iron. Ordinary weapons couldn’t do a thing. It was like they’d been forged from steel. They were tough enough to punch through any enemy.

The brute snatched the man-sized shield from the air and brought it screaming down. For a moment, Cloudhawk felt like there was an iron mountain coming straight for his head. He was sure that if it caught him, he’d be smashed flat.

Cloudhawk scrambled back.

His enormous opponent didn’t rush to follow up. He knocked his hammer against the shield, which rang like a gong. A stupid grin spread across his rigid face. The look on his face was proof enough that this guy wasn’t good for much more than fighting. Just then, a tiny hand popped up from behind his shoulder, and a dwarf with the body of a child no older than eleven or twelve scrambled onto his back. Small as he was, Cloudhawk put him at about middle age. He seemed to be trapped in a shriveled and tiny body like the world’s oldest prepubescent.

“You’re going to remember us, Elysian. I am Elder Locust, and this is Little Rock.” The ugly dwarf seemed to have some intelligence, in contrast to the brute he rode. He clung to the big man’s back and shoulders like a baby monkey riding its mother. “That Spearhead move was impressive. Although, I doubt it’s strong enough to break through my little brother’s shield!”

Cloudhawk chose to respond with his sword.

With a screech, his sword left a mark across the brute’s shield albeit one that was not too deep. Little Rock didn’t move one centimeter. Cloudhawk only needed this one test to know the big guy’s defenses were going to be a problem. Locust was probably right. Spearhead might not even be enough to break through his shield.

The dwarf tittered sickeningly on his brother’s shoulders. “Hehehehe! You shouldn’t misjudge my brother. Your sword hardly left a scratch! Little Rock, show this asshole what you can do.”

Little Rock bounded forward. His enormous, shoeless feet pounded the soft earth as he charged at Cloudhawk like a feral beast.

Large as he was, Little Rock was anything but slow. With all the force he put behind it, his shield was a weapon of tremendous force. He could go head-to-head with a bull and would crush every bone in the poor beast’s body. For someone like Cloudhawk, a full-on impact would turn him into paste.

So far, no one had been able to stand up to Little Rock and his brother. Both of them were sure that Cloudhawk wouldn’t be an exception.

While the larger one charged, Locust wasn’t idle either. His tiny hands flung out in wide arcs to throw poison-drenched concealed weapons before them as if he were sprinkling bread crumbs. It was clear from the way he fought that Locust made a good complement to his brother. Whereas Little Rock was all strength and constitution, Locust was a metahuman whose talents were in control. His weapons were flung with incredible speed and were coated with a lethal poison that would take a life with a mere nick of the skin.

Cloudhawk suddenly found himself caught in a rain of poisoned steel.

Locust’s technique was flawless. His throws were aimed at the areas that might cause the most damage. In addition, they were cast in such a way that it was almost impossible to read their trajectories. While they might look like they were coming right at you, they would suddenly dip towards the legs or even swing around to the back. As a result, avoiding them was difficult.

Yet, Cloudhawk faced the threat calmly. Without any trepidation, he leaped into the air right into their path. Unexpectedly, the Warden had chosen to plow right through the eye of the storm. Locust wondered if he had a death wish.

The spectators watched with rapt attention.

Cloudhawk wasn’t moving quickly, especially when compared to the Spearhead moves he’d wowed everyone with a moment before. Instead, he almost seemed to float through the air, light as a feather. With almost lazy impetus, he volleyed across the battlefield towards the large man’s shield.

He was going to try and break through Little Rock’s defenses like that? Was this a joke?

Locust and his brother were poised to hit him with dual blows. Little Rock would bash his dagger-riddled corpse to ground meat when he got close enough. But, as they watched with eager grins, Locust’s hail of poison daggers slipped through Cloudhawk’s body without leaving a mark.

“Impossible!” Locust shrieked.

In spite of the dwarf’s incredulous cries, Cloudhawk appeared before them unscathed. Little Rock heaved his enormous shield with as much violence as he could muster while Cloudhawk pushed his dark blade through the shield and into the big man’s chest almost gently. 

The other brigands, closing in, stopped and stared with their mouths wide open. How was it that easy? That shield was tougher than a castle wall. Behind it was a man with hide tougher than a rhino’s. None of that seemed to matter to the demon hunter, though. His sword passed through both like they were wind.

Little Rock reacted slowly. He didn’t feel the sword as it entered, but half a second later, the keen kiss of it burned through his chest. It felt like his insides were tearing, and they were as Quiet Carnage went from ethereal to solid. It didn’t matter that he was protected by a massive shield, sturdy armor, or thick skin. None of that was any use. Cloudhawk bypassed Little Rock’s defenses effortlessly.

Locust’s screams howled across the sands. “Little Rock!”

“One and done,” Cloudhawk boasted as he pulled the sword free. “Fuck off if you know what’s good for you.”

He kicked off Little Rocks’s shield, knocking the brute, who fell like an avalanche, away. The big man hit the ground, gravely wounded and unable to continue the fight. Most shocked was Little Rock himself. Sprays of gunfire never scared him, not with his defenses. His shield was invincible as far as he had found.

One blow. He’d been proven wrong with one blow. The demon hunter’s sword went right through shield, armor, and skin.

Locust was not ready to surrender. His sturdy mount had been cut out from under him, but the dwarf still soared high. Like a peacock proudly spreading its tail, he released a wave of poisoned daggers in a deadly fan. They whipped out and then began to curve in, all aimed at a particular target.

He then began to spin like a windmill, a dagger in each hand as he spiraled back towards the ground. The steel whistled threateningly as he closed in on Cloudhawk.

Without warning, the ground heaved, and a wall of sand was spat skyward!

It curved over Cloudhawk like a shell. Shhtk, shtk, shhtk! Throwing daggers lodged into its surface but could not get through, followed by Locust himself. As the dwarf struck the wall, it broke apart and revealed Cloudhawk hiding inside. Whoosh! Desperate for blood, his daggers reached for their target. Again, they passed harmlessly through without finding purchase.

He’d attacked a phantom. With the power of his invisibility cloak, Cloudhawk had laid his trap. The illusion faded, leaving Locust without a target.

The others searched the area with wide eyes. How could he simply disappear? He had to have some way to hide his presence.

There was a flash of steel. One of the brigands outside the wall fell, his head rolling from his body.

Then, another. Blood spread across the hot sand as a second corpse joined the first.

Faced with uneven odds, Cloudhawk chose to take the initiative with a staggering opening blow. They were caught off guard, and the crowd of thugs suddenly erupted into blood and body parts.

One. Two. Three. The corpses piled on top of one another. Cloudhawk was like an evil wind, an invisible Blackfiend who’d come for their lives as he darted among them. Before anyone knew what was happening, four men had died, and several more were screaming from serious injuries.

“This bastard! He’s toying with us! Everyone, all together! Find him and kill this fuck!”

The wastelanders were gripped with a fear they’d never known. This demon hunter’s methods were inexplicable. They couldn’t even imagine how to fight back. Cloudhawk’s invisibility cloak alone was a great advantage, but with Quiet Carnage, he was unstoppable. In full view of the terrified crowd, he had become an angel of death. Every flash of his sword claimed another life.

You all are supposed to be dangerous? Well, today, we put that to the test!

A wild and chaotic battle ensued, drenching the sand with blood. People tried to flee while others turned on their fellows to thin the herd before the path to Fishmonger’s Borough opened.

With no other options, they turned to the one chance they had to flush Cloudhawk from hiding: the girl – the one Red-Face had almost killed. Threatening her was sure to get his attention. Several of the thugs wordlessly reached an agreement and then raced towards her.

“Fuck off old man! Give us the girl!”

The drunkard had been busily digging in his nose with a finger when they came his way. When he saw them coming, his face split into a crooked-toothed grin.

Alright, I got a few bottles of good wine, so I guess I owe you. It’s only fair.

The drunkard raised his walking staff.


39 / Landslide


There was absolutely nothing about the smelly, dirty, and crippled drunkard that made him look threatening. His rail-thin figure and tattered clothing were not what you’d expect from someone who knew how to take care of himself. How could such a lewd degenerate invalid be any sort of a threat?

Five of the bandits ran over in the hopes of grabbing Barb – still injured from her fight with Red-Face – and using her to coerce Cloudhawk. The old man wasn’t going to stand in their way, and if he did, he would be cut down.

Of course, this would not be the case. The drunkard’s first action was slow: two ponderous steps forward. Only, the steps seemed to carry him a full ten meters forward through space. Suddenly, he was standing in front of one of the bandits and leisurely tapped his foe on his chest with the crutch. The bandit’s charge was immediately halted. He didn’t fly backward. He just crumbled on the spot as if the lights had been turned off. When he hit the ground, his body made a sound like shattered glass.

Every single bone in his torso was fragmented.

One of his fellows noticed and came rushing at the old man with his battleaxe raised. 

The drunkard leaned precariously to one side as though he were about to lose his footing, which resulted in the bandit’s axe swinging wide. With a yellow-toothed grin, he lightly tapped the man with his cane. Like the first, he fell into a heap without so much as a whimper.

“Standing in our way? Die!”

The others didn’t see how powerful the drunkard was, not in their hurry to get Barb. One of the bandits had an Elysian rapid-fire crossbow that had been pilfered from somewhere. In a single belch of compressed air, he released a dozen bolts toward the old man. But, in the manner of a man too drunk to stand, the lush wobbled from side to side and somehow miraculously avoided most of the bolts. A couple of them that he didn’t even try to deflect managed to catch his person. As they came near, his whole body began to shudder, almost vibrating. When they struck, they were either splintered or knocked away. They didn’t even leave a hole in his clothing.

A third. Fourth. Fifth. The old man wobbled from one bandit to the next. By the time his feet seemed settled, the whole group was motionless on the ground.

The impact from his cane hadn’t sent them falling. There were no outward signs of injury either. It’d only been a series of gentle taps, after all, but it had somehow laid them flat. Closer inspection, however, would show cranial fluid leaking from their ears, their bones having been turned to powder, or their organs having been turned to mush.

What was slow was actually fast. Weakness was actually great strength. It was an understatement to say he had the situation in hand.

The old man’s control was nothing short of perfect, sublime even. He deftly struck his targets while making the blows seem unimposing. In truth, the force behind them was lethal. All of his power was concentrated in precisely the right area with none of it wasted. Such strength and control were not possible for a common man.

When he was done, the old man wiped sweat from his brow and said with a sigh, “I am getting old. This is getting tiring.”

Barb watched the whole thing with an expression of disbelief. Who the hell was this old pervert?!

Meanwhile, Cloudhawk was caught in a stalemate. The bandits who attacked him ranged in quality from useless scrubs to formidable adversaries. A few were even superior to Red-Face. Cloudhawk had caught them unprepared at first, but now that they had their wits about them, they’d figured out his fighting style.

Hiding and striking from invisibility wasn’t going to be enough, but they also couldn’t fight what they couldn’t see.

A large bandit wielding dual axes roared, “Elysian dog! Show yourself! What sort of man slinks away. Did your mother give birth to a pussy bitch? Show yourself if you have any balls! I’m gonna chop you up and eat you for dinner!”

The large brute stomped his feet in challenge, but it wasn’t one Cloudhawk was eager to meet. He was tiring, and fast. He wasn’t going to be able to fight so many people all at once. He needed a plan.

“I got one more trick. If anyone blocks it and doesn’t run, then I’m finished – I’ll give up any plans to go to Fishmonger’s Borough.”

Cloudhawk’s voice drifted among them from an uncertain source or everywhere at once. His booming voice gave them pause. The wastelanders knew the demon hunter was strong, stronger than the girl even after her mightiest strike. There were enough of them to win the fight, but there was no trust among them. The best situation, they figured, was to get rid of as many as possible and be the last man standing.

Why continue fighting like this if there was no ill-will? The young demon hunter was offering to give up his shot to get into Fishmonger’s Borough, so why not let him give whatever plan he had a shot? They all saw that he was getting weaker – he had to be nearly exhausted. It was a bluff, nothing more.

The old drunkard couldn’t help but smirk when he heard the challenge. “Force ‘em all to run with one trick, eh? The kid sure can talk himself up!”

Barb managed to stand. Gravely injured, her eyes still burned with vigor. “No, I have faith that his Excellency can do just what he says. I’ve never seen him lose.”

The old man rolled his eyes. He wouldn’t believe such praise if a veteran demon hunter were in the fight. Was this kid supposed to be a master? What a joke. Bravado had its limit. He was eager to see how far Cloudhawk’s boasts really got him.

The Warden slowly filtered back into view. “One condition: No interruptions.”

The crowd’s bloodthirsty eyes fixed on Cloudhawk and then on each other as they weighed his offer. Two in the crowd lurched forward to attack now that he’d shown himself, but their companions stopped them.

“Fine!” It was the one with the axes again. “Let’s hope you Elysian scum know how to keep a promise.”

Cloudhawk took a deep breath and slowly crouched before them. He placed both hands on the sand, and a moment later, the earth quivered. A strange, invisible force rippled through the area, bending to his will and resonating with every grain of sand.

As the bandits watched in shock, an area ten square meters around Cloudhawk began to rise. Sand floated into the air like an enormous screen, proving that the demon hunter also had the power to command the very desert. Was this how he planned to beat them? A small sandstorm?

The old drunkard was also watching earnestly, waiting to see what the young man had planned. He could tell that Cloudhawk’s powers were spent, shown by the fact that he could only affect ten square meters. How was this supposed to be intimidating?

“Eh? The wind’s picking up…”

They felt the gusts whipping around, and the screen of sand around Cloudhawk started to rotate with it. A sand cocoon became a sand tornado. [1]

The whipping winds quickly devoured all the sand ten meters around him. Ten meters became twenty, then thirty, then forty. The tornado itself was a few meters wide and maybe ten meters high, and while it was still weak, the sight was enough to frighten the crowd. However, nothing about it seemed capable of knocking everyone down.

A wave of dizziness came over Cloudhawk. This was the limit of what he could accomplish using his power alone. Using the tornado to make good on his boast was impossible. But, Cloudhawk had a trump card, one final trick to be used in critical moments. That was the phase stone resting against his chest.

It started to glow. He felt a vigorous power flood his body.

Another several meters of sand around him rose into the air like gravity had been turned off. In an angry surge, they were caught up in the tornado, and the impressive if weak phenomena immediately swelled. In the space of half a minute, the tornado became a roaring threat, hissing like the sound of ten thousand angry vipers. It was a once-in-a-lifetime, unforgettable scene for the dumbstruck bandits.

Was this man even human? How was he doing this?!

Fear lived in their wide eyes as the tornado continued to grow. They could now feel the winds tugging at them and kicking up the sand beneath their feet. Dust and sand began to fill the air and blot out the sun. The scene was not dissimilar to the ominous skies that warned of an incoming sandstorm.

“Shit!”

“It’s coming! Run, get out of here!”

No one knew how the enormous tornado was summoned, only that the sand and wind were deadly. Sand choked the sky and covered everyone in ominous darkness.

Besides his stealth and cunning, the demon hunter was also hiding somewhere in the heart of this storm, pushing it forward. If they decided to fight in the middle of this storm, it was the bandits who would suffer.

No, there was only one choice. Run. Staying alive was more important.

Even these rugged, dangerous men felt the cold grip of fear as the engulfing storm kicked up around them. This dangerous and terrifying event stole the breath from their lungs. In a few minutes, they would suffocate to death, if the demon hunter didn’t get them first.

The tornado continued to rage. Meter by meter, it pressed ahead. The twenty-or-so bandits were forced back to the hotel’s walls.

Bonobo watched the whole thing. As the tornado bore down on his establishment, his face darkened. If Cloudhawk drove that thing into the hotel, he’d be left with nothing but rubble.

Even Autumn sucked in a gasp of fear and surprise. Barb stood in awe of her companion’s skills. Despite her wounds, she shouted in triumph. Incredible!

Once his foes had fled, Cloudhawk stepped out from the tornado. He floated out from the swirling wall of sand before the old drunkard. Eddies of golden sand swirled around him, decorating him like it would the god of the desert walking his domain.

“All bark and no bite. Useless.” The old man’s bearing hadn’t changed, and he turned his nose up at the young demon hunter. “What a waste for you to use such a treasure of the demonkin like this.”

The old man’s words were cutting and incisive. He must have known about the Gospel of the Sands. It seemed like this wrinkled invalid was from the Elysian lands.

The Gospel of the Sands was a treasure of the demons, a terrible relic of great renown and infamy.

Cloudhawk knew that very well. Normal folk, however, even demon hunters, didn’t encounter items from the demons often, if at all. Those who could recognize the power had to be people of status in Skycloud.

“You’ve got a good eye and plenty of experience, old man. You know what it was, and I didn’t even need to take it out.” Cloudhawk’s mistrust of the drunkard grew. “I almost think you’ve seen the book before. Maybe even had to fight against it.”

The older man rolled his eyes but did not answer.

“Whatever the case, thank you for protecting Barb.”

“I can’t do shit with your ‘thanks.’ Buy me a few bottles, and we’ll call it even.”

“Some fruit wine? No problem, consider it done.”

The old man sniffed. “Better make me happy. I’m going to Fishmonger’s Borough no matter what. In a couple of days when we have to fight, maybe I’ll spare your life.”

What a stuck-up old shit.

Barb was surprised that he could keep up this self-confident and snarky bearing after seeing his Excellency summon a damn tornado. What gave him so much confidence?

1. Does this look familiar? Think back…


40 / Wealth Equals Profligacy


Cloudhawk carried Barb back to their room. There, he gave her some medicine and told Autumn to look after her.

It was the way of the world that women were sometimes synonymous with trouble. “They make the highs higher and the lows more frequent.” [1] First, Autumn got herself bitten by a snake, which resulted in Cloudhawk have a swollen mouth for most of the day. Then, Barb got into a fight with a famous bandit, which almost turned the whole hotel against them. Luckily, it didn’t end up causing too much trouble.

It wasn’t all bad, though. Both of his companions had a new respect for Cloudhawk.

“Where his Excellency go?”

“Off to be sociable, of course.”

“Be sociable? What?!”

Autumn had to wonder if Cloudhawk was insane. A few hours ago, the men in this hotel had tried to kill him. Now, he was off to try and win them over?

Cloudhawk left the girls and went down to the cantina. At present, there were about thirty wastelanders sitting in groups, many of them participants in the fight against him. Those that hadn’t knew all about the scuffle by now. When Cloudhawk walked in, there was no lack of animosity in their glares.

But, they had also seen what the demon hunter could do. It had been enough to convince them that bothering Cloudhawk further wasn’t a good idea.

Bonobo was also there, separate from the others and quietly keeping his own counsel. And the drunkard? He didn’t miss a beat and walked right up to Cloudhawk when he walked inside, expecting wine.

The old fuck sure knew how to play the wolf in sheep’s clothing. Cloudhawk was sure that he hadn’t gotten close to using his full strength today, but even the little he revealed was enough. The rest of the hotel guests would probably still be ignorant of the fact if they hadn’t seen it with their own eyes. They’d have died before they knew what hit them on their way to Fishmonger’s Borough.

No one could tell whose side the cripple was on, but it seemed like he was getting closer to the demon hunters. If they joined forces, then no one would be stupid enough to try and fight them.

Outside the hotel’s walls, more than a dozen corpses had been buried: bold men now keeping the devil company in hell.

“Hey, barkeep! A bottle of wine for everyone!” Cloudhawk flippantly chucked a cube of Ebonycrs. “Whatever y’all want to eat, it’s on me.”

Bonobo caught the cube, gave it a cautious look, and then tucked it into his clothing. He gave a wave to a dazed subordinate, and a few moments later, the wine flowed. Whole barrels were brought up from the cellar and tapped before everyone’s fixed gaze.

What was this all about? One bottle was a hundred silver coins! One gold!

So how much was a barrel? Bonobo was known for his stingy character, and he wasn’t about to give Cloudhawk more than he paid for. What did the young demon hunter give him anyway? Cloudhawk tapped one, and the enticing scent of the wine filled the cantina. Regardless of their misgivings, the brigands came over with glasses in hand and began pouring.

“Drink!”

“Good lad!”

“Good shit! Don’t mind if I help myself…”

All of a sudden, hard stares turned to beaming smiles as the men got their drinks. Life in the wastelands was cruel. Any opportunity to drink a little and forget was welcome. Before long, the cantina was alive with laughter and rough voices sharing stories. It was like nothing had happened.

“A toast to you on behalf of my brother!”

Locust approached, wrapped in bandages that had blood still seeping from their borders. He hobbled over with glass raised and gave Cloudhawk a loud toast while his dimwitted brother stood beaming a few steps behind. The wound in his chest had already healed nicely.

“I never met a man who could beat Little Rock, especially not in one hit. You’re tough shit, kid. You got us convinced.”

“You’re quite the pair yourselves. I won by the skin of my teeth.”

“Keep the booze comin’!”

No one would suspect, looking at them now, that most of the people in this room had just tried to put Cloudhawk in the ground.

This was the wastelands. It was a dark and twisted place, but it was honest. Happy enmity was a thing out here. Your archnemesis in one moment could become your closest drinking buddy in the next. Then, when the hangover’s passed, you went back to trying to murder one another. The wastelands were a place where you lived in the moment. No one cared what tomorrow brought.

“Everyone, listen up for a second.” When Cloudhawk figured everyone was good and liquored up, he climbed on top of a table and gathered their attention. “I know everyone wants to get into Fishmonger’s Borough. I know it’s about money. But, as important as wealth is, it isn’t worth your lives. I’m willing to give two thousand gold pieces if all of you decide to give up the journey, payment for your losses.”

Two thousand gold pieces! To any blood-of-the-earth wastelander, this was a fortune! And the demon hunter was right. The only reason they were out here was for money.

Costs in the hotel were tantamount to highway robbery, so no one was going to give up the trek easily after spending so much. Now, they were being offered the choice of either getting paid a hefty sum for the mere act of going home or fighting a demon hunter and that crazy old man. Fishmonger’s Borough wasn’t going anywhere. They could always come back for another try. As long as they made money from this trip, it was all worth it.

Cloudhawk was employing the crudest – yet most effective – means of solving problems. Throw money at it.

Two thousand gold coins were no small number, but luckily, Cloudhawk had a sack of Ebonycrs at his disposal. He would make sure Autumn reimbursed him after the fact.

“Do all Elysians demon hunters have pockets as deep as yours?” A familiar man with a shaved head on top of a pair of braids and a pair of axes on the table before him shouted the question with genuine surprise in his voice. “Son of a bitch, if I had that much money, what fuckin’ point would there be goin’ to Fishmonger’s Borough? You need people for your crew? I – Black Whirlwind – would be happy to ditch my outfit and roll with you!”

“No doubt!”

“Yeah!”

“If I had that much money, you better make sure the brothels are well stocked. I’d be there every day! Hahahaha!”

Obviously, Cloudhawk’s plan had merit. Most of the brigands were ready to pack up their things that minute.

There were several who seemed reluctant to accept it, but it was no longer up to them. Cowed by the angry glares of the majority, they had no choice but to obediently bow their heads.

Cloudhawk had made it clear that this deal was contingent on none of them going. If a minority refused to accept the deal and ruined it for everyone else, well... the majority wouldn't mind dealing with them in accordance with wastelander rules!

The crowd had begun to look at Cloudhawk with new eyes. Not because he had money but because they somehow didn’t feel the slightest bit of estrangement from this “Elysian” as they normally did.

He wasn’t the haughty and pious sort they expected. He was just like them: ready with a raunchy joke and just as eager for a drink or a smoke. They knew it by looking at him. This wasn’t an act. He was just like them and didn’t look down on their lifestyle.

If not for the fact that he was a demon hunter, they would have taken him for a wastelander just like them. A few were even willing to get close and work for him, men of quality.

But, Cloudhawk didn’t know their motivations. He wasn’t the sort of blindly buy loyalty for loyalty’s sake. Men were complicated and greedy animals, and only a fool thought they were safe if they surrounded themselves with friends bought by money. It was just as likely that these bastards would stab him in the back and try to take the wealth for themselves.

Anyway, Cloudhawk’s biggest obstacle had been overcome. The only one he had to worry about was the drunkard, who couldn’t be bought off.

His origins and motivations were a complete mystery. He didn’t want to have to deal with the guy, but maybe he wouldn’t have to. Fishmonger’s Borough could handle more than a few visitors, so the problem wasn’t insurmountable.

The second night passed in drunken celebration. The third day at Dust Bowl Lodge dawned with an ear-piercing whistle.

Cloudhawk promptly awoke and stepped outside the hotel. Out in the sand-choked desert, he could see several long shadows. They were big and coming in fast. The way they moved was strange. They weren’t running, or walking, or even flying. They seemed to be almost… swimming.

When they got close enough for people to get a good look, what they saw left them stunned.

The creatures were six to seven meters long and had no legs. Their bodies were covered in scale, much like that of a snake but were far thicker. They had fins down along their backs and a pair on either side, which they used to slithered along the sand. At Bonobo’s command, piles of fresh meat were brought out and arranged in neat piles.

These strange, fish-like desert monsters swam through the quicksand and up to the hotel’s walls where they began to tear at the meat Bonobo laid out.

Cloudhawk couldn’t stop the astonishment from showing in his voice. “What the fuck are those?”

“You’re trying to get to Fishmonger’s Borough, and you don’t even know what sandsharks are?” The old drunkard punctuated the sentence with a roll of his eyes. “Fishmonger’s Borough is in the middle of the quicksand sea. There are no routes of travel through it, not even with airships since the sea makes for dangerous air currents. These creatures are the only known way in and out of Fishmonger’s Borough.”

So, that was the secret.

Bonobo greeted the critters with the meat because he was, for all intents and purposes, a bus stop. In fact, he used to have seven of the beasts shuttling back and forth, but due to some tragedy, he lost most. There were only three left.

No wonder the hotel’s prices were so expensive! 

The fish were only big enough to carry one person at a time. The journey was exhausting for them, so they took about half a month to recover before making the trek again. For those who missed their shot, that meant another six months paying through the nose for a second shot. The problem now was that Cloudhawk’s posse was exactly three people. If the old drunkard wasn’t going to give up his spot, there was bound to be conflict.

“Your Excellency, I’m not going,” Barb said it with a heavy heart. “My wounds still aren’t healed. If I go, I’ll only slow you down. I won’t be much help.”

She wasn’t wrong.

She couldn’t deny how curious she was about the mysterious wastelander city, but she didn’t want to force Cloudhawk into a fight because of her wanderlust.

Cloudhawk was quiet for a moment but ultimately nodded his head. “Alright, you’ve just had a breakthrough anyway. You need rest. Wait here. If your wounds have healed and we still haven’t come back, head to the Sandbar and look for a man named Gabriel.”

Barb nodded.

“Let’s get going.”

Bonobo busily fixed a makeshift saddle to the sandsharks and brought out the travel gear its riders would need. This included gas masks and two oxygen tanks. Without them, they were sure to die out in the quicksand sea. The drunkard made sure to top himself off with another dozen bottles of wine before climbing onto the strange mount. Of course, the bill was put on Cloudhawk’s tab. The Warden made sure to make a mental note so he could charge it to Autumn when the time came.

Before long, the three travelers were ready. Bonobo blew a long, loud note through his whistle. That was the signal for the sandsharks to depart, and so they did. Their snake-like bodies swam through the quicksand deftly.

Cloudhawk had ridden all sorts of things from wasteland critters like jaguars and lizards to Elysian airships and war vessels. But, this was the strangest yet by far: a fish as a mount… not in his wildest dreams. He hadn’t even realized creatures like this existed in the desert.

The wastelands were full of all sorts of strange and incredible things. 

At last, Cloudhawk was on his way to Fishmonger’s Borough.

Was the item Autumn searched for there? Would the Crimson One show up? What was the strange old drunk’s purpose in the city? Soon, there would be answers. All the twists and turns Cloudhawk was forced to traverse to get here were coming to an end.

1. Frederick Nietzsche. The phrase in Chinese is “the disaster of a beautiful woman.” I had to search over twenty minutes for a phrase to even get close to “women are trouble.” I’m not sure if that’s a good thing or a bad thing.


41 / Fishmonger's Borough


Cloudhawk, Autumn, and the mysterious drunk made their way towards Fishmonger’s Borough atop their sandsharks. As ridiculous as riding fish through the desert sounded, it was even more amusing to witness. Amusing, but not easy.

The quicksand sea was a deadly place. It was a barren hell that would take their lives at a moment’s carelessness.

An endless sandstorm had raged over this land for years, covering ninety percent of it in scouring winds. In many areas, it was impossible to see your hand in front of your face. Without the masks from Bonobo, they would surely die as the sand filled their lungs.

Aside from the weather, the terrain itself was a threat. They were surrounded by quicksand with dangerous undercurrents that followed no pattern. A feather falling on the surface would be dragged under in an instant. Put simply, veteran demon hunters couldn’t press through this dire environment unaided and make it to the other side.

Of course, sandsharks traversed it without issue.

They were born in this place and lived their whole lives in the tempest. Instinct guided them through the dangers. They were quicker than a horse or even a car on a clear day as well.

Still, after half a day of fighting the wind and sand, the group was exhausted, to say nothing of their mounts. Through some unknown means, the flows of sand continued endlessly, increasing in intensity the deeper they went into the quicksand sea. The undercurrent tugged at the sandsharks, pitching them left and right. Dangerous pitfalls surrounded them on all sides.

A fierce gale surrounded them at all times, creating wind that cut like knives. Grit struck exposed flesh like bullets. The briefest lapse and the riders could be pushed into the churning sands below.

The old man did not appear to be struggling at all.

It was becoming more obvious by the day that the cripple was more than meets the eye. Not only did the winds and sand give him no trouble, he actually uncorked a bottle of wine and helped himself on several occasions. Cloudhawk found himself tiring, but he was strong enough that the environment didn’t trouble him too much. Autumn, on the other hand, was a frail and weak thing. She was only managing because Cloudhawk used the Gospel of the Sands from time to time to shield her from the elements. The brief respites gave her a chance to breathe and the perseverance to keep pressing forward.

Cloudhawk was starting to worry that she didn’t have the strength to make it through.

The sandsharks were fast but were already exhausted. He was sure that they couldn’t keep up this pace. What if one got too tired and died? Where would that leave them? Their corpse would be sucked into the quicksand and lost forever. Even the old man wouldn’t be able to claw his way out.

As he struggled with these anxieties, something rose from the horizon ahead of them.

Oddball saw it first and warned its master. A silhouette emerged through the dim light like a mountain standing tall in the middle of an ocean. The perpetual sandstorm made it invisible to the naked eye, and even Oddball only saw a hazy outline.

But, what was a mountain range doing here, planted in the middle of a quicksand sea and a constant storm? It seemed more than likely the constant sands would wear it down or bury it eventually. 

So, a mirage maybe? No… no, it couldn’t be. Tricks like those could fool human eyes but not Oddball.

Cloudhawk shouted over the howling winds at Autumn, “Hang in there, we’re getting close!”

Autumn was elated. The old man squinted his eyes, but before he could pick out the city’s outline, a pair of figures suddenly rose up around them. Looking closer, they were revealed to be a group of sandsharks moving their way.

One… two... three of them. At the same time, the sandstorm was finally beginning to let up.

Much to Cloudhawk’s surprise, he found that there were suddenly sandsharks all around them. Only two at first, but after a few moments, there were ten. They were also able to see the mountain clearer now and the fact that the sandsharks had riders. Some were being used as pack mules.

The mountain range in the middle of the quicksand sea had to be none other than Fishmonger’s Borough.

Years of assault by the surrounding sandstorm had eroded the mountains, and they were now smooth and rolling terrain pockmarked with caves. Denizens converted these naturally-occurring features into homes and other structures. The city they formed was large enough to accommodate over a hundred thousand people. Banners caught Cloudhawk’s eye, fluttering in the wind, and beneath them, men carried heavy machine guns. Defense against the monsters that lurked beneath the quicksand, he figured.

It wasn’t uncommon for cities in the wastelands to move. They did it to avoid threats from groups that meant them harm, or roving mutant creatures. Fishmonger’s Borough was no different. The question was – how? It was the most incredible fact about Fishmonger’s Borough because the eroded mountain range it was built on moved with the current of the quicksilver sea.

It was impossible for the outside world to track it. Between the kilometers of quicksand and constant sandstorm, even the greatest demon hunter tracker would be confounded. That meant that there was only one way in and out of this place! One needed to find a suitable place and hope one got ahold of some sandsharks.

Sandsharks had lived in this roving mountain range for generations. They’d been laying their eggs in the caverns below the sands for a thousand years. Once domesticated, Fishmonger’s native population made for excellent transportation. They were highly precise and rarely got lost in the sands.

However the terrain and environment shifted, they knew the way. Like homing pigeons, they could pick out the mountains they called home no matter where they floated to. It was safe to say that without them, there would be no Fishmonger’s Borough. They were reliable, safe, and integral to life here. Since the sandsharks that traveled outside were mostly under the city’s control, they had a stranglehold on the one way in. It was an ingenious method of keeping them safe.

Autumn was overjoyed at feeling the sun on her skin once again. She desperately clawed the mask off her face and took deep, grateful breaths of the clean air. However, while comparatively clear of sand, there was still dust abound. She quickly paid for her impatience with a series of coughs. However, she recovered quickly, and her watery eyes beheld a scene that left her speechless.

Hundreds of sandsharks were surfing the quicksand. Everywhere she looked, they charged ahead, leaving plumes of fine sand in their wakes. Schools of them moved together like salmon fighting upstream, and all of them headed towards the mountains ahead. It was nothing short of incredible to witness.

Eventually, the small party reached the foot of the small mountain range. Upon arrival, the specifics of the city became clearer to them. For instance, the upper regions and lower regions were each unique. The higher elevations rose like castle spires and formed a naturally-formed fortress. At its base were scores of caverns with a hundred more sandsharks shuttling back and forth.

The sandsharks guided them through a tunnel that was several hundred meters long. 

Autumn was still discovering the world outside her valley, and the more she discovered, the more surreal it all seemed. Fishmonger’s Borough was like an anthill. The city was a series of tunnels and caverns carved and repurposed throughout the interior of the mountain. Natural dens and burrows were converted into homes. Crude suspension bridges crisscrossed the empty spaces between them.

The caverns weren’t dark as one might expect, but what was curious was how it was lit. Wood fires were rare, and most of the light came from fuel lanterns. Fuel was, of course, a rare and expensive commodity in the wastelands. What’s more, getting any resources into the city had to be an arduous process. However, this didn’t seem to affect the city in the least. Electric lights kept it as bright as day even in the bowels of the mountain.

This was Fishmonger’s Borough? 

As they passed through the city, they saw its populace coming and going. Most, of course, were wastelanders judging by their garb.

One of the sandsharks carried them inside. They made their way to an underground lake and stopped. Water was the motivating force that made the sandsharks run so quickly through the quicksand. The accumulation here was like a feast for them.

“These are probably their breeding grounds. There must be a thousand sandsharks in this lake, and more are coming. Incredible. What a way to get around. No wonder Fishmonger’s Borough is so successful.”

Fishmonger’s Borough was a model wastelander settlement in many ways.

Built in a mountain, it was peppered with a combination of ancient machinery and jerry-rigged tech. Rusty pipes slithered along the mountain walls like old arteries, while stuttering machines powered lifts. The sound of engines and squealing metal was everywhere. Electric lights of all sorts of colors lit the entire length of the walls.

Cloudhawk turned to speak to the old man. “Well, here we are, chief. Fishmonger’s Borough. Why were you so eager to get here? If you need help, let me know and I’d be happy to do what I can. Call it a favor.”

“Oy, plying people for favors is my shtick.” The old man pulled out the cork of his final bottle of wine. “My business is my own. Don’t you worry about it. But, seeing as you kept me stocked with booze for the trip, feel free to ask me whatever you like about the city. I’ll share whatever I can.”

Autumn immediately took him up on the offer. “I came here to find something. If you have reliable information then I need to know. This item is here somewhere in the city. Where would be the best place to start looking?”

“Fishmonger’s Borough has the largest black market in these parts. There’s nothing you can’t find there. If whatever you’re looking for is still here, that’s where you’re most likely to find it. Check the showroom.” The old man paused to polish off the bottle of wine. “Try your luck there.”

“Thank you, grandfather!”

Autumn continued to ask several more questions, and the old drunkard gave willingly of all he knew.

“Alright, all that needs be said has been said. Here’s where we part ways, I have my own business to deal with.”

The old man irreverently flung the empty wine bottle into the quicksand, picked up his cane, and hobbled away.

He was leaving, just like that? Cloudhawk was still filled with questions. What was this old man’s connection to this place? However, those weren’t important right now. What he needed to know was when the Crimson One was supposed to arrive. Autumn’s little quest also needed to be seen to. After all, Cloudhawk was counting on making the rich woman’s pockets significantly lighter.

“Okay, off we go.”

Cloudhawk led Autumn away from the subterranean lakeshore and into the wharf. There, they found a lift that would bring them to the city. As they rose up and away from the docks, the veil of mystery hiding this unusual wastelander city was pulled away and revealed to the travelers.


42 / Fat Mama


Just as the old drunk had told them, Fishmonger’s Borough had a black market, unlike anything they’d ever seen. As long as your stuff was good, it didn’t matter how hot the item, you would be able to find a buyer. As long as you had the coin, anything was for sale. The black market of Fishmonger’s Borough was the largest draw for outsiders.

There were countless treasures, a veritable path paved with gold. Everywhere one looked, there were opportunities for riches and temptations abound. Cloudhawk followed guideposts from the lift, which led them to the heavily trafficked avenue. There was hardly any room to shuffle from stall to stall.

There was all manner of wastelanders in outlandish clothing or fancy threads. They had their wares in booths or out on blankets, and even Cloudhawk was taken aback by what he saw.

An unassuming man of dark complexion sat before a blanket with the barrels of all sorts of guns poking out from the bottom. A weapons rack erected behind him had a number of other tools hung up for display: power tools, chainsaws, flamethrowers, and so forth.

Across the street, a stout fellow squatted before a rug. He had all manner of hand grenades hung on his person, and the rug was overflowing with other explosives.

Cloudhawk randomly picked one of the caves that served as a storefront and stepped inside. He was greeted by a small warehouse of rusted metal robots at exorbitantly pumped-up prices.

Aside from these sorts of things, archaic technology of bygone ages was also relatively common, which included rocket launchers, particle blades, and even laser rifles. Rare materials and artifact fragments were stacked together with other mysterious and unknown items. Cloudhawk took the chance to purchase things like firearms and ammunition or relic fragments for himself. Reselling these back in the Sandbar, he figured, would net him quite a hefty profit.

Autumn was struggling to contain her irritation.

Was this asshole here to restock his own shop or to help her with her mission? He was snatching up guns and bullets, almost like he’d completely forgotten about her! Worst of all, he was spending her money!

“Hey, don’t blame me.” Cloudhawk put his hands to the side of his head, vexed by the scale of things. “This place is fuckin’ huge. There’s almost no point. By the time you find it, the sands will have swallowed this place up.”

Autumn kept a straight face and didn’t buy into Cloudhawk’s nonsense. Instead, her delicate features were set in determination. “I need to find it. No matter what.”

“Son of a bitch, you’re stubborn. At least tell me what the fuck we’re looking for so we can ask around. You expect us to just wander into some random stall and find it?”

This gave Autumn pause. It’d been a monumental task just to get here, and if she wanted even half a chance to succeed in her mission, she needed this scoundrel’s help. He was going to learn what it was anyway, sooner or later. She might as well tell him now. “I’m looking for a pan flute. It was stolen from my tribe five years ago by a renegade of our people named Brier. 

“A flippin’ flute? How much could that be worth!?”

“It’s not just a flute. It’s an artifact bestowed upon us by our patron god!” Cloudhawk’s flippant response appeared to really anger her. This vulgar ruffian really had nothing but profit on his mind! How could gold measure the worth of a gift from the gods? “The flute is called the ‘Call of the Shepherd Goddess.’ You demon hunters would call it a relic.”

A relic, huh? No wonder.

Cloudhawk shook his head. “If that’s the case, let’s stop wasting time. Nothing around here matches what you’re looking for.”

Autumn scowled at him skeptically. “You haven’t even looked. How do you know?”

“I just know.”

This was Cloudhawk’s unique talent, but Autumn wouldn’t understand.

Cloudhawk traipsed a circuit around the market with her in tow. He sensed resonance from a few relic fragments, but nothing whole – and certainly nothing that would feel like it earned the name “Shepherd's Call.” He also learned nothing about the Crimson One or his plans. Both travelers were at a loss.

Suddenly, Cloudhawk was struck by a flash of inspiration. He pulled Autumn after him.

The sector he led her to was different from the others. Living goods were sold here – slaves.

“Hey there friends, is that girl for sale?”

A slave trader stepped into his path and blocked his way. She was a rotund woman with a savage face. Cloudhawk had never seen a woman so large. She had a moon-shaped face with a large mouth. A set of beady eyes were set in rolls of fat, and on her head was teased hair with dozens of sloppy braids that made it look like a nest of snakes. One look at her face was enough to tell that she wasn’t a good person. She looked at Autumn with hungry eyes. Years of experience selling people for a living told her this one would fetch a good price.

The mere concept threw Autumn into a fit. What the hell was this? Was this the scoundrel’s place? Had he pretended to help her and was now selling her into slavery? 

Cloudhawk didn’t give her a chance to flip her lid. He smirked before she could open her mouth, and asked, “How much you offering?”

“Young man, the girl is prime goods, but you don’t have a merchant’s touch. You won’t get a good price, not like me. I’ve been doing this a long time. Ask around. You won’t find a single person in this whole place who doesn’t know Mama Jade. I know a lot of folk in the market for a pretty slave, people who'll pay top price. I’m the one you want, ehm… handling your goods.”

In the wastelands, women weren’t often given status, merchant women especially. This slave trader, Mama Jade, was as fat and as ugly as they came. But, the rich quality of her dress spoke volumes. The jeweled necklace nestled in her chins did as well. Each of her ten sausage-like fingers bore a bejeweled ring. Her face was painted in layers of ostentatious makeup. As she moved, the smell of her perfume invaded the nostrils as though she’d bathed in it. It didn’t matter, of course. A hog was a hog no matter how you trussed it up.

If there was one thing Cloudhawk knew about the wastelands, it was to never underestimate the fat ones. Mama Jade’s rolls of fat did just as much to show off her abilities as the rich clothes she wore.

“Two ways to go about it, son. First, you could give the girl to me, and I’ll use my contacts to find a good deal. I’ll keep forty percent of the take, and you get the rest. The second method is much more convenient though if I do say so myself. If waiting for a buyer is too much trouble, I’d be happy to trade you twenty good looking girls for this one. Good stock, easy to sell. Get rid of the ones you don’t like and keep a few for yourself. You get to walk away with a hefty sack of gold for your time – probably more than if you try to sell your girl straight.”

Fat Mama was definitely a shrewd businesswoman.

Cloudhawk shook his head with a grin. “I only accept cash. If you can afford it, we got ourselves a deal.”

Fat Mama scowled. Bartering was the preferred method in these parts. It was the wastelands, after all. Coin wasn’t standard. She pondered for a moment. “How much are you thinking?”

Cloudhawk raised a single finger.

“A hundred gold?”

He shook his head.

A hundred gold for a single slave girl wasn’t cheap. Average slaves went for ten silver, more or less. Pretty girls or males with a good physique went for one or two gold pieces. A hundred gold pieces were high but feasible for top-grade chattel.

“A thousand gold?”

Mama Jade had a sour expression on her face like she’d smelled something bad. A thousand gold was at the limit of what she could stomach. At that price, it didn’t matter how outstanding a slave was. She wasn’t going to make a profit. In fact, it was a significant risk. But, she also knew that a rare specimen like this girl was hard to find. Value wasn’t merely measured in terms of profit, after all. If she found the right buyer, she could prove herself a fine purveyor and worthy of more business in the future. That was a benefit no amount of gold could buy.

But, Cloudhawk shook his head.

“You can’t mean ten thousand gold?!” [1] She snarled openly at him now. The man was crazy!

Cloudhawk decided it was time to end the game. “I’m sayin’ one million gold. And I won’t accept one copper less.”

Mama Jade went red at the face, and her ugly face twisted incredulously. She snapped at him angrily, “Quit playing with me, boy!”

He chortled at her anger as if to say, what are you going to do about it? “That’s what she’s worth. If you can’t afford her, don’t blame me.”

Cloudhawk wasn’t afraid of some cow. He hated slavers and their kind anyway. He almost wished she’d try something. Then, he’d have an excuse to draw his sword. How much trouble could a flesh peddler, even with a backer, be to him? In the last few days, he’d killed the bandit leader Red-Face and managed to piss off the entire Highwaymen outfit. He wasn’t going to sweat some fat bitch.

Mama Jade didn’t get to where she was today by luck. She might have looked grumpy and unreasonable, but inwardly, she was cold as ice. She seemed to know what Cloudhawk was thinking, and her overworked heart thumped wildly in her chest. She gave him a closer look, saw the armor behind a gap in his cloak, and knew her place. She was a clever lady and knew the way the world worked. This was demon hunter armor.

So, was that who this was?

Mama Jade was taken by surprise. No wonder he was so arrogant. The anger fled from her face and she chuckled good-naturedly at him. “Business is business, we got no problem here. But, Ravenous Tiger isn’t someone you want to offend – no one wants to get into trouble over a simple exchange. Listen, boy, you need something, you come to Mama Jade. If I don’t have what you need, I’m sure I know someone who does.”

Ravenous Tiger was the governor of Fishmonger’s Borough. Just the name alone told Cloudhawk he was no pushover.

The name wasn’t just as a deterrent to scare potential rivals. “Ravenous” was an intentional moniker. He was the sort of man who took what he wanted, consumed without hesitation. He was also immensely paranoid and managed the city with what could only be described as an iron fist. His presence explained how this city could be a mixture of both serpents and dragons and yet remain on an even keel.

“You switch attitude faster than I can pick my ass. There is something you can help me with, actually.” Cloudhawk changed his estimation of the slaver. It wouldn’t do to go around causing problems before his mission was done. “I heard a group of missionaries passed through recently. What can you tell me about them?”

Mama Jade hesitated. “Let me think a second, now…”

Cloudhawk plucked from his pouch an Ebonycrs crystal that Oddball had been pecking at. He deliberately rolled it around in his hand. “Just some information, nothing serious. I could always just ask someone else if you aren’t interested…”

“Why go through the trouble?” Mama Jade slapped her rotund belly. “I can find out whatever you need.”

“Right, a guy named Brier might have also passed through recently. If you know anything about him, you’ll pass it my way, yeah?”

Cloudhawk tossed the Ebonycrs at her. “You got twenty-four hours. Get what I want and the Ebonycrs is yours. Don’t, and I don’t give a shit about Hungry Kitty or whatever the fuck his name is, I’ll make sure to kick up a fuss. Understand?”

“You got it, son.”

Once she learned he was a demon hunter, Mama Jade wasn’t foolish enough to underestimate Cloudhawk. He just wanted some information, anyway. The city had fifty thousand people, but after so long in her trade, there wasn’t anything she couldn’t uncover.

1. Ten thousand is “yi wan” or one wan. In case you were wondering why she signified ten with one finger.


43 / The Hermit's Clinic


After a full day of riding a nightmare fish, Autumn barely had the energy to drag herself into the hotel room. She flopped onto the bed with a sigh of contentment, and at that moment, her bones turned to jelly. She couldn’t get herself up off the comfortable mattress no matter what. Weighed down by an avalanche of exhaustion, her eyelids felt heavy as lead. But, Autumn’s heart was a sea of emotion. She’d never had to face so much hardship in all her life. Would it be worth it? Would she be able to complete her mission?

A sacred item which had been lost for so many years wasn't going to be easily recovered!

Autumn was mentally prepared for this. She knew the journey would be trying, maybe even fatal. There was always the reality that she might die – and even worse, fail her quest. Beyond that, there was also the question of whether she would be able to use the relic if they eventually found it. And then, if all of that turned out well, there was a monster back home she had to defeat. Otherwise, her tribe would be destroyed. The situation was a complicated and difficult one. Her chance of success seemed almost non-existent.

But, did she have a choice? The fate of her people weighed heavily on her shoulders. Eighty thousand lives! The place they called home was also threatened with destruction.

Eventually, drowsiness overtook Autumn, and she slipped into a dream-filled sleep. She dreamed about a time years ago when she had been light-hearted and carefree, frolicking among the trees.

Although her parents had passed long ago, she still lived in their shadows. Everyone saw her like a princess, and their worship of her was inherited. But, the truth was that she and she alone was master by divine right.

The grand elder was wise and taught her. He never tired of teaching Autumn what she needed to know. He told her that she would need to grow to be a great leader. It was more than a love of their place or a spirit of self-sacrifice. She would need courage.

The grand elder was one of profound knowledge but never rejected the benefits of force. In fact, the elder always though their tribe was too weak, too soft. Sooner or later, this would become a problem.  That was why, when her parents were still alive, they had strongly advocated for the establishment of an army and to even occasionally open up the realm to accept powerful warrior bloodlines from outside.

The “shepherds” were a kindly people who were aloof from worldly affairs. They despised violence, and it was the Shepherd Goddess who had sealed their realm off.   A thousand years of oracular predictions had told their ancestors long ago that the enchantments that protected them should never be opened. For if they were, chaos would follow.

Wise and noble though the elder was, no one shared his hawkish views. No one could’ve imagined that his worst fears would come to pass.

Autumn then dreamed of a man. There he was, a memory locked in the recesses of her mind. If she were to ever see him face to face, she wasn’t sure how she would react. He was the tribe’s youngest elder, Brier.

It could be said that the junior elder had watched Autumn grow up, and as they grew up, he often stood up for her after she’d been caught doing something naughty. Autumn always knew that Brier looked at her differently than the other elders. He treated her more like family and did not give her the same strict demands given by the others.

Ever since her parents passed away, Brier had been the only one who’d made her feel like she still had a family.

Why did he do such a thing? What made him steal their holiest artifact and disable the enchantments of the Shepherd Goddess – the only thing that protected them? It was his fault that chaos and disaster had come to their people. Because of his decision, the number of dead was in the thousands.

She missed him. And, she hated him. 

She dreamed about her dear friends, playmates, and her long-dead parents.

When she awakened, her face was streaked with tears. She wasn’t sure if it was because she missed home, missed her parents, or for some other reason altogether. Drying her eyes, she chastised herself. She was an adult and had responsibilities. A leader had to be strong, so she had to put away her tears.

Luckily, no one was there to see, especially not him. He would only taunt her if he saw her cry.

As though summoned, Cloudhawk suddenly appeared in her doorway. When he saw her at the foot of her bed, wiping her face, he greeted her with some surprise, “Awake already? You were crying like someone smashed your puppy. I bet you were dreaming about me breaking up with you.”

“Hmph, gibberish! You have no shame.” Autumn’s anger flared. “Who said you could enter my room? Get out!”

The girl was far too sensitive, Cloudhawk once again thought to himself. A few sentences of banter and she was all up in arms. It was harmless, right? What was her problem?

“Alright, if you’re not interested in what Fat Mama learned, then I’ll just leave you alone.”

“What? Already?”

Fishmonger’s Borough was a big place. Searching for specific information from place to place was like looking for a needle in a haystack. The chance of finding anything had to be incredibly low. Yet, while Autumn had the patience to wait, Cloudhawk didn’t have such a forgiving temperament. To him, it was simple: find the traitor, problem solved.

Autumn understood the logic and agreed that finding Brier was an important step. But, what did the “Crimson One” he was looking for have to do with anything? She had no idea what his intentions were, but none of it was important to her. What was important was that the portly human trafficker had a lead for them in under half a day. Somehow, Mama Jade, who was fat enough for two people and ugly enough to attract a gorilla, had done the impossible.

“I got what you asked for, sweetheart. There were indeed some of those red-robed priests you talked about kicking around Fishmonger’s Borough. From what I could find, seems like they’re close to the governor too. Ravenous Tiger brought your Crimson One somewhere.”

“Ravenous Tiger?” Cloudhawk asked. “What do you know about that guy?”

The trafficker paused. She seemed genuinely surprised that he didn’t know who the town’s leader was. “He’s not your average wastelander, hun. About eight years back, he took control of Fishmonger’s Borough. I have it on good authority that he’s tangled up with Elysians, but how I haven’t a clue. I don’t dare poke my nose around too much, not if I want to keep it.”

Cloudhawk nodded. He thought about what the old drunkard had said about this place somehow being connected to Skycloud. Ravenous Tiger had to be a key player if he was holding the reins here.

“What do Ravenous Tiger’s dealings have to do with us? We’re not after him!” Autumn was getting tired of Cloudhawk’s flippant attitude. She’d hired him to do a job, but he was spending his time on his own matters. She asked Mama Jade herself, “Have you found Brier or not?”

“Well, that…” She paused at Autumn’s irritated tone, and her deep-set eyes looked to the ground for a moment before lifting back towards Cloudhawk. The warden nodded, and only then did she continue. “I do have information about him. He’s here, only…”

Cloudhawk pressed her, “Only what?”

“There was a man who came here with that name, but he changed it to Hermit. His training in herbology and medicines has made him quite famous. A lot of the wastelanders who come here make the journey just to see him.”

Cloudhawk’s eyes slid to Autumn.

“That’s him!” Her voice was enveloped in anger, but it hid more than that in the undertones. Her tiny fists slammed the tabletop. “Brier’s skills as a healer were what earned him my mother’s trust. That’s how he became elder. No one thought he’d turn his back on us and escape with the artifact. We need to find him.”

So, that’s what happened with Brier. He was here, and they knew it. So, what were they waiting for? It was time to confront him! Cloudhawk wasn’t one to waste time. The two of them left for where Mama Jade said Hermit set up shop.

His home was an unassuming place except for the fact that there was a long line of people waiting at the door. They all looked sick or in pain. Just as the slaver said, Brier had come to live in exile here as a notable doctor. Here he was, living in comfort and admiration while the tribe he left behind suffered. The thought made Autumn’s blood boil.

Yet, a moment later she felt her angry heart sink, inwardly torn. Cloudhawk saw it on her face and made a gesture as though to say “take it easy. Let’s see what’s going on.”

Hermit’s Clinic was manned primarily by a small cadre of trainees. Hermit himself was an intelligent-looking man of middle years, tall and thin, who’d begun greying at his temples. He seemed for all intents and purposes a normal man but for the keen brightness in his large eyes.

Cloudhawk was a pretty good judge when it came to these sorts of things, and from the look of him, Hermit didn’t look like an evil man.

One of the interns approached the line. “I’m afraid we’re finished for today. I’m going to have to ask you to return tomorrow.”

“What the hell?!”

“We’ve been waiting in line for hours!”

“I’m sorry. We are bound by rules – we may only see fifty patients a day.” The intern’s face was dismissive and arrogant. “Try to come earlier tomorrow.”

“Son of a bitch!”

A muscle-bound man stomped forward and grabbed the intern by his shirt.

“I’ve gone through all sorts of shit to get here, and I’m not likin’ your fuckin’ attitude! You can bet your life I’m gonna make you eat that grin. I don’t care what you have to do, you’re gonna help my brother right now. Otherwise, I’ll burn this whole motherfucking place to the ground!”

“There are limits to what the master can do in a day. Fifty, that’s all.” The intern was a brave one. Beneath the big man’s angry scowl, he was neither frightened nor upset. “Rules are rules, after all. They cannot be broken.”

“Fuck your mother, and fuck your rules! Lemme show you what I think of both!”

The angry patron lifted his fist, ready to slam it into the intern. Judging by the sheer size of him, the big man’s punch would put the healer in line with the rest of them to have his wounds looked after. His fist alone was like a boulder, and you could practically walk a horse along his bicep. By the looks of things, the diminutive intern was in trouble.

But then, the brute froze. His arm was raised but unmoving.

A young man appeared beside him, holding back the muscular arm with a single hand. The difference between their visible strength was almost laughable, but he held him like a vice. “You’re here asking for help, and this is how you behave? If it were my clinic, I’d tell you to find a comfortable corner to go die in. Now, fuck off!”

Fury burned in the big man’s heart, but before he could act on it, he saw the world stretch as he flew backwards. The stranger had kicked him squarely in the chest, sending him back half a dozen meters. The brute scrambled to his feet and quickly looked himself over for more serious wounds. His face was pale from fear.

Knocking someone on their ass was not hard, but kicking them several meters away without doing any real damage took skill and control. When he looked back at the man, a wave of malice washed over him, so intense that he immediately broke out in a cold sweat. The brute knew deep in his bones that he was outmatched.

“A-alright! Remember what you did here!”

He leaned down to scoop up his brother who’d been lying prostrate on the ground and left, defeated.


44 / Brier


Cloudhawk turned away from the brute and walked towards the clinic entrance.

The intern, without missing a beat, blocked his path. “You can’t go in either.”

The Warden dropped his head, looking down at the healer a full head shorter than he was. The guy had guts, but his self-importance and sense of immortality were flawed. Cloudhawk considered using his fists to teach the guy that there was nothing more precious than life.

A voice called out from inside the clinic, “Don’t be so rude, Cavil. Let him in.”

Brier sized up the young man as he entered the clinic. He caught glimpses of his demon hunter armor through the tattered grey cloak he wore. It made his gaze a little harder but didn’t seem to affect him much otherwise. He was steadily mashing herbs by hand and addressed the newcomer with even tones while keeping up with his work. “Thank you for dealing with that issue outside, sir. Excuse me for presuming, but you don’t look like you’re here for healing.”

“No shit, do I look sick to you?”

Brier lifted his head again and gave Cloudhawk another look. He frowned, as though ready to say something else, but thought better of it. The doctor just shook his head. He didn’t remember ever seeing this demon hunter before, but if he wasn’t here for treatment, then what brought him to the clinic?

“I’m not sure what I should call you, sir.”

“What a coincidence,” Cloudhawk replied. “I’m not sure what to call you either. Should I say Hermit like they call you here? Or would Brier be better?” Cloudhawk wasn’t one to keep people in suspense. “There’s a young lady here who really wants to have a talk with you. You’re old acquaintances as I understand it. Say hello.”

A lithe figure slipped into view from behind the demon hunter, and when Brier saw who it was, the calm expression fled from his face. She was a young girl of roughly seventeen years, beautiful and poised despite her travel-worn clothing. Her long hair was kept in a pair of braids.

Brier felt like he’d been struck by lightning. His face stiffened unconsciously.

His interns were equally uncomfortable. They knew their master’s real name, of course. However, this young man’s bearing was unheard of. Even Ravenous Tiger didn’t forget himself before the renowned doctor.

The young woman pushed everything from Brier’s mind. He stared at her blankly as memories came flooding into his mind. Looming largest among them was the deepest buried memories of the green-robed woman.

Long-buried feelings bubbled to the surface. Everything he’d hidden inside came back the instant she slipped into view. In all the world, for all his life, there was only one woman he loved – the mother of the girl standing before him.

But, their love was star-crossed.

Autumn’s mother was betrothed to the greatest man of the tribe. Brier was delegated to nothing more than a friend, standing at her side and in her shadow. He discovered that setting aside his feelings was easier said than done, though. It didn’t matter how far he ran or how much time passed, he couldn’t forget the girl in green.

To this day, he remained alone with no children or spouse. He’d decided a long time ago that part of his life was reserved for her.

Loving a person, however, meant loving the people close to them. A daughter was born, one Brier treated as tenderly as though she were his own. After he left the tribe, he was sure he’d never see her again – but here she was. Who’d have thought that she would appear in a place like this, so far from home? She was even more beautiful than her mother had been.

When he spoke again, his voice quavered a little. “What are you doing here?”

“I swore to hunt you down, no matter what corner of the earth you tried to hide in!” Autumn’s face was a mess of emotions. Anger turned her cheeks scarlet, and tears welled in her eyes. All of the cruelty, injustice, and difficulties she’d suffered to get here struck her all at once. Underneath it all was the knowledge that her people were being slaughtered, and all of it had been perpetrated by the man before her now. She focused everything she was feeling into two loud accusations.

“Fraud! Traitor!”

Brier paused, and then a bitter smile spread across his face.

Cloudhawk looked from one to the other in confusion. He wasn’t sure what relationship these two shared, and getting caught in the middle made him feel uncomfortable. He pushed through. “Brier, right? Looks like we got the right guy. Give us the flute you stole. I can tell by the look of you that a tussle wouldn’t work in your favor, so cooperate. I don’t want to have to ask you twice.”

Brier suddenly deflated. “Is that why you came?”

Autumn revealed everything she’d suffered to get here. “It’s all your fault,” she accused. “Our people are being slaughtered, and you have the gall to ask that question? I was wrong about you all these years. My mother was wrong about you!”

All the color drained from Brier’s face, and her words seemed to take all the strength out of him. He swayed unsteadily and couldn’t find the words to defend himself. Several times, the words rose in his throat but couldn’t get past his lips. In the end, he released a bitter sigh. “The flute isn’t here. I was near dead when I got here, so I traded it for healing and the right to stay. Ravenous Tiger keeps it as collateral.”

Autumn looked at him with the crushing weight of disappointment.

He’d abandoned their people after stealing their holiest artifact, but more egregious was his throwing it away like a bargaining chip. Just so he could stay in this place? She had been wrong about him. She never would have expected him to be so selfish. He was a friend, a respected elder, but she saw now that all of that was undeserved.

Cloudhawk answered with a sigh of his own, “Well, now that we know, the rest should be easy.”

“Not quite.” Brier didn’t know anything about the young man, but he did know that Autumn couldn’t have gotten all the way here on her own. He had to be some kind of guardian. “Ravenous Tiger is famously covetous. Getting him to give up one of his treasures – especially something like the flute – you might as well ask the sun to shine at night.”

Indeed. A relic like that would easily fetch thousands of gold on the black market.

It was probably fair to say that a relic gifted to humans from the hands of a god was of similar grade to the Gospel of the Sands. An artifact like that was impossible to value in mere coins. Cloudhawk had been able to hold onto the book mostly because no one from the other big families could use it. As a retainer of the Polaris family, no one dared get on Skye’s bad side either, especially just to grab a relic they couldn’t operate.

“You misunderstand. It’s not a matter of whether he’s willing to give it to me. All that matters is I want it.” Cloudhawk’s plan was simple: steal it. If that didn’t work, rob the governor. If he refused, fight. Fighting was the last resort since there were many people he couldn’t take in a straight brawl. But, as a thief, few were his equal. Most of the time, he was gone before anyone knew something was wrong. “You two catch up. I’ll be back in a little while.”

With that, Cloudhawk left Autumn alone in the Hermit’s Clinic.

What made him so confident that she was safe? Cloudhawk wasn’t an idiot. He’d experienced a lot in his few short years on earth. He knew the difference between a good man and a bad one at a glance.

He didn’t know why Brier stole the artifact, but Cloudhawk suspected there was more to his story than greed. But in the end, there were only four motivating factors for everything someone did: money, power, fame, or love.

Running all the way out here, changing your name, and starting a clinic… what’s the big picture? He’d come from a paradise, judging by everything he knew of the Woodland Vale. If Brier really wanted to wreak havoc on his people, all he had to do was mention their location once in all the years he’d been in exile. He could have even led someone there.

But, the reality was that Brier kept his mouth shut. In all this time, he hadn’t told a soul. Cloudhawk didn’t know his real motivations, and truthfully, he didn’t care. He just wanted to complete this mission as quickly as possible.

As for Ravenous Tiger, Cloudhawk would have paid the governor a visit even if he didn’t have the flute. He had a connection to the Crimson One, after all – at least, according to Mama Jade. That mission was handed to him by Skye Polaris personally, so he had to make sure it was done and done well.
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Fishmonger’s Borough was organized into an upper, central, and lower level. The lower level, along with the subterranean pool therein, was where the mutant beasts were kept and raised. Many of the city’s resources came from here, and it was the people’s means of travel as well. The central level housed the city’s normal denizens and entertainment venues to keep them busy. The city’s expansive market was also located in this section. Finally, the upper level was where the privileged and powerful presided over the others.

Here was the mansion of the governor, Ravenous Tiger.

Ravenous Tiger’s mansion was as ostentatious as his name would suggest. Its luxurious hallways were manned by a veritable army of personal guards, but to Cloudhawk, these mundane defenses were not even worth mentioning. He waited until the coast was clear and slipped through the walls. A few moments later, he was standing in the governor’s private treasury. It was just like the rumors said. Ravenous Tiger was a man of singular greed.

His vault had piles of valuable items haphazardly stacked all around. Calling it dazzling didn’t do it justice. If Cloudhawk had the time, he’d have been happy to rob the governor blind. Sadly, right now, the mission had to come first.

Three display cases in the center of the vault caught his eye. More specifically, it was the resonance coming from inside that drew him.

Cloudhawk wasted no time in opening them one after another.

The first box contained a very delicate fan that seemed to be carved from a single piece of jade. Carefully lifting it free, he gave it a moment of closer scrutiny. At first glance, the fan looked like a luxury art piece and was absolutely beautiful. The truth was, however, that it was also a relic of considerable power.

Inside the second box was a bow. It shone with a burnished bronze luster like some old artifact from days long gone. It was sadly broken as proven by the erratic pulses he felt it give off, but Cloudhawk could tell it could be repaired. 

Autumn’s flute was in the third box. It wasn’t made out of wood, stone, or metal. It was something else, a strange and unfamiliar material with an equally strange texture. The resonance it emitted was like nothing Cloudhawk had ever felt before. It had to be the holy artifact Autumn needed.

Found it at last!

Cloudhawk activated his phasing stone and shoved the relics into his warehouse. He placed them into the warehouse one by one, each requiring significant effort. It was difficult transferring something that wasn’t himself, and the process took two full minutes before all three relics safely stowed. By then, most of his mental strength was exhausted, but he was otherwise fine.

Success. Time to get out of here. Cloudhawk was well pleased with himself. Not only had he completed his mission, but he’d also even come away with a little extra for his trouble. 

He re-engaged his invisibility cloak and slipped back out into the mansion proper. He was passing the mansion’s reception room when he heard voices that gave him pause. Cloudhawk’s curiosity got the better of him, and he peeked in to hear more clearly.

He spotted a figure in the chamber. Spotted was wrong because the three-hundred-pound bulk was hard to miss. He was standing before an opulent golden bench inlaid with gemstones. This gluttonous gasbag had to be the local despot, Ravenous Tiger.

But, he only kept Cloudhawk’s attention for a moment. Soon, his eyes slipped towards the one he was talking to.

The man in red robes looked to be about fifty years old and had salt-and-pepper hair. A small but well-kept beard hugged his chin, which lent to his sage-like appearance. Long fingers gingerly rested on a staff, and even before the city’s governor, he had an almost regal bearing. However, the handsome gentlemen’s face was marred by a scowl that seemed permanently etched. He looked miserable like a great god tasked to save a people who did not want saving.

Ravenous Tiger treated the man with nauseating deference. There was nothing about his groveling that spoke to his status as governor. He even stood up when speaking to the man in red, here in his own house.

Was this him? Was this the Crimson One? What an incredible coincidence to find him here in the middle of Cloudhawk’s heist!


45 / Castigation


The man in red was none other than the founder of the Sanctum of Judgment, the Crimson One. The big man was confirmed as Fishmonger Borough’s governor, Ravenous Tiger.

How could Cloudhawk be so sure? He wasn’t omnipotent, but he did have strong instincts. The most telling were waves of resonance that pulsed from the both of them. Relics. They were demon hunters.

Demon hunters weren’t minions, especially not when they were as strong as these two seemed to be.

Cloudhawk felt an oppressive and dangerous air around the enormous governor. There was no question that he was a practiced demon hunter, which made sense seeing as he was the governor of a massively lucrative wastelander city. The Crimson One was far less obvious, and someone so inscrutable was very likely to be in a leadership position.

Inwardly, Cloudhawk praised his luck. He’d slipped in unseen and raided the governor’s vault only to find his mission target on the way out. It was the definition of “two birds with one stone.” Now, if only he could get close enough to hear what they were saying. Maybe he might learn what the Crimson Church’s real motives were and report right back to Skye Polaris.

There was something very suspicious about the relationship between Ravenous Tiger and this charlatan hiding between a god’s banner. It was worth exploring. And so, holding his breath, Cloudhawk crept closer to try and hear what they were saying.

Fishmonger’s Borough was a wastelander city. Immediately, that made it a den of evil in the eyes of any Elysian. The Crimson church, in its effort to spread the will of their god, brought with them judgment for whatever blasphemers they encountered. It was strange, then, that the leader of a wastelander city and the leader of the church who wished it cleansed should be having such a civil conversation. Suspicious didn’t begin to cover it, but Cloudhawk had sadly come late. He only caught a portion of their exchange.

The Crimson One spoke with a soft voice. “We cannot afford to delay the construction of the weapons factory. There are over thirty thousand soldiers depending on this equipment.”

“Thirty thousand?” Ravenous Tiger absent-mindedly fiddled with his rings, turning them around his fingers compulsively. He was visibly anxious. “Isn’t that a little excessive? Won’t Skycloud be alerted?”

“I will arrange for Fishmonger’s Borough to receive five thousand blessed castigation arrows. You may use them to your advantage if Elysian forces attempt to invade.”

Ravenous Tiger’s face was a dark cloud of displeasure as though faced with an intractable problem. He knew this man’s power, and he feared he’d live to regret it if he tried to set boundaries. The consequences wouldn’t just mean his position but perhaps also his life. However, standing with him meant unending conflict with a powerful and zealous nation. “Have you considered Arcturus Cloude? If he finds out what we’re doing, he definitely won’t let it stand. Are you really prepared if he gets involved?”

Arcturus Cloude. The greatest demon hunter in all of Skycloud and governor of Skycloud City. His station and titles did not come unearned.

“In this crumbling world, men are but puppets. Sacrifice is unavoidable if you want to cut the strings. That senile war hero has lived past his usefulness and has made many mistakes over the last few years. He has pledged himself in service to a false god – and is a puppet himself. If he is unable or unwilling to do what is necessary, then the task falls to us. Should he choose to stand in our way, then he will be dealt with.”

Ravenous Tiger drew in a surprised breath. “Deal with” Arcturus Cloude? The Crimson One had to be the only man with gall enough to even suggest it.

“These divisions of wastelands and Elysian lands are unnecessary. The world doesn’t need disunity. We must join together. The Elysian lands must assimilate, just as the wastelands must merge. Man’s destiny must be returned to our hands – we cannot allow a false god to determine our fate.”

Ravenous Tiger was still hesitant. “But, it will be too difficult…”

The Crimson One’s eyes took on a keen bite, and his countenance hardened. A cold fire almost seemed to dance in his eyes as he fixed them on the governor. “Are you losing faith at a time like this?”

Thick, oily beads of sweat began to pop out from Ravenous Tiger’s face. His many rolls of fat quivered. Unable to meet the man’s accusing stare, he dropped his head and replied in meek affection, “I-I am at your disposal. I wouldn’t dare have second thoughts.”

“So you say. It would be good to remember who put you in the position you enjoy today. I am just as capable of taking it all away.”

Ravenous Tiger stared at the ground, deflated. “Of course.”

Hidden in his sleeves, the fat man’s fists curled tightly only to relax a moment later. He feared the man in red and for good reason. Years ago, he’d been set upon this path. It was far too late to change anything now.

Ravenous Tiger had no choice but to acquiesce and comply.

The awkward exchange was interrupted when a bodyguard rushed forth. 

“Governor, sir. Someone’s been sneaking around. Our patrol outside the audience hall found him, but we can’t stop him!”

Ravenous Tiger felt his heart begin to race. The mere thought of someone having the balls to break into his home made him fly into a rage.

Before he could respond to the guard, the doors to the audience chamber flew open, and a figure stumbled in. A thin, leathery-skinned old man hobbled in with an empty wine bottle in one hand and a walking cane in the other. As he stormed in, his rheumy eyes were fixed straight ahead at the Borough’s governor.

The old man had a cool grin and a hard glare. Murderous intent flooded the chamber as he entered.

Ravenous Tiger paused when he saw who it was. His sudden appearance shocked him more than the surprise of having someone barge into his home. “You? Weren’t you healing back in the Sanctuary? What the hell are you doing here?”

The old man steadied himself on his cane and answered tepidly, “You know why I’m here.”

The governor’s face fell. With a distasteful twist to his mouth, he said, “I have no idea what you’re talking about.”

“Eventually, everyone reaps what they sow. I’m here to collect.” The drunkard slowly raised his cane and then let it clack against the floor. “Have you made your peace with the gods?”

It seemed almost half-hearted, but as the cane struck the ground, it caused a thunderous blast of sound to echo off the chamber walls. All of a sudden, cracks spread out a hundred meters in every direction from where it struck. As the fine stonework shattered, jagged pieces were lifted into the air by some inexplicable power. It was as though the old man had somehow turned off gravity in the area around him.

“Hahaha – you’re here on a suicide mission, aren’t you?! That takes courage. I respect that!” Ravenous Tiger dropped the charade, and a frigid smile hung on his lips. “If this was before, five of me together couldn’t stand up to you. But, it’s been a long time. A lot has happened. You think you have what it takes to kill me now?”

The old drunkard didn’t answer. He let the stones do that for him. Hundreds of jagged fragments shot towards Ravenous Tiger like bullets.

An invisible but potent protective field sprang up around him. The stones were stopped in their tracks five to six inches from the governor, stuck in the air like they’d struck a wall. They then crumbled away and slid to the ground in piles of dust.

He didn’t simply let the attack persist. He lifted his two-handed battleaxe that had an eerie glow glinting along its edge. A glance was enough to recognize this as a relic and a powerful one at that. As he slammed it into the ground, a tumultuous energy surged through the earth, kicking up dirt and stone in a straight line towards the drunkard.

The lame old man lifted his cane for protection.

Just then, the whole mansion began to tremble. Glass shattered. Walls cracked. Even the people in the Borough’s lower levels felt the tremors like a bomb had gone off.

The old man’s unassuming cane was suddenly a grand spear that became brilliant gold in hue after warding off Ravenous Tiger’s attack. The drunkard leaped into the air, and as he did, his spear took on a life of its own. Writhing like a golden snake, it struck towards the governor.

Ravenous Tiger’s enormous bulk proved to be misleading, for despite the extra weight, he moved with startling agility. He dodged out of the way, and instead of him, it was his throne that was split in two.

In one fluid motion, he sidestepped the drunkard’s strike and answered with one of his own. Heaving the battleaxe with both hands, he sent it whistling towards his foe.

The old man used his spear to deflect it. Everything around them was reduced to rubble merely due to their proximity to the clash. Somewhere in this process, the drunkard’s spear had gone from gold to blazing white and knocked Ravenous Tiger’s axe away with little effort. With incredible speed, the deflection turned into a counterattack – not one but dozens and then nearly a hundred. One jab after another came crashing at the governor like a meteor shower. Fist-sized holes appeared in the walls several meters away.

Ravenous Tiger was struck dozens of times himself, but whatever power protected him prevented him from suffering any damage. Even so, the strain of keeping himself from harm was taking its toll. Blood had started to trickle from the corner of his mouth. He’d obviously underestimated how strong the old man was.

The drunkard’s raucous laughter bounded off the crumbling walls. “You’ve sat on your golden throne out here in the Boroughs for years. You haven’t gotten better. You’ve grown soft! Die!”

Another flurry of spear strikes followed.

Unexpectedly, a flash of red streaked in front of Ravenous Tiger. With an easy wave of his arm, the Crimson One used his crosier to deftly knock aside the drunkard’s weapon. The vibration caused by their impact shuddered through the entire mansion.

The old man’s smoldering eyes fixed on the red-robed priest. He’d seen him there but paid him no mind until now. He took a second to get the measure of him then, surprised at the strength he displayed.

“It’s good you’re here. I’m eager to see whether the Dawnguard of the Temple is capable of withstanding the power of Castigation!”

“Adjudicator?” The old man thought for a moment before a look of fear and surprise painted his expression. “You…”

The priest’s crosier swept towards the lame traveler, and the drunkard was too slow to react. In an instant, one attack became five, each one bearing substantial power. As the Crimson One pummeled his target, the drunkard spat up mouthfuls of angry red blood. With the last blow, he was cast away and slid halfway across the chamber.

The Crimson One slowly closed his eyes and then plunged the crosier deep into his own body.

His hands pressed together in obeisance before then parting. When he opened his eyes again, they were dual embers of green flame. All at once, the sage-like holy man was gone. The one who stood in his place had become a demon birthed from the deepest pits of hell.

The old man’s spear was flung from his hands and plunged into the stone several meters away. Seemingly of its own accord, the white light inside surged out to form a protective wall.

Holding his chest, the drunkard struggled back to his feet. He turned and made to flee, ready to abandon his weapon, but was not fast enough. The Crimson One extended his hands, and torrents of green flame emerged. The leaping flames chased after the drunkard like a hundred vipers. Where they touched, even the walls began to melt away like wax. Gathering into a roiling ball of fire as intense as the sun, it raced at the retreating form of the drunkard.

There was no escaping it. 

But then, at the final crucial instant –

A transparent figured bound from a corner, grabbed the old man, and yanked him towards the wall. As the nightmarish fires closed in, both slipped through stone like it wasn’t there. The green ball of flame did not have this power, however, and instead of crashing into the barrier, it stopped in midair. There it roared, unmoving.

Ravenous Tiger hobbled over to the priest. “That old man is strong. What a disaster to let him get away!”

The Crimson One’s eye sockets were pools of green flame. He stared without eyes at the place where the drunkard disappeared, and with a voice like creeping darkness, he said, “He cannot run.”

At some unseen command, the ball of green flame began to break apart. One orb became two, then four, then eight, and so on. In no time, the chamber was a field of blazing spheres. Like a plague of fireflies, they set out, spreading every which way in search of their quarry.


46 / The Good Die Young


Cloudhawk dragged the old man through a series of walls but eventually had to stop. The effort quickly exhausted him.

When the drunkard saw who had saved his life, he gave a wry smirk. “So it’s you, naughty child. When did you enter the mansion? I had no idea you had such talent for sneaking around.”

“I mean, if we’re talking about being a sneak, I can’t compare to you, old man. Sure seems like you lost your marbles though.” Cloudhawk mustered enough energy to give the drunkard sass and even rolled his eyes. “Fuck, coming all the way out here to kill the Borough’s governor. What if you succeeded? Did you think you were just gonna walk out of here? You pack a punch, no doubt, but there are limits to the number of people one person can handle. If you died, it wouldn’t be any skin off my ass, but then Autumn and I would be implicated in your plot. Your nonsense is definitely gonna get us in some shit!”

He responded in a stern, dry voice, “Some people are fated to live on in spirit while others live a long life while dead inside. I am nothing but a discarded cripple. There is no difference between living and dying for me. I might as well try to do something worthwhile before my time comes. As for wrapping you two up in this? Well, I hadn’t given it any thought.”

Well, that was pretty fuckin’ frank.

Cloudhawk was at a loss. “Who the fuck are you, anyway? Why the hell do you want to kill Ravenous Tiger?”

Before he could respond, the sound of heavy footsteps interrupted. About a dozen soldiers were closing in from different hallways. They bore crossbows, the sort used by the Elysian military, and in the cramped interior of these hallways, a concentrated burst was deadly. Even a high-ranked demon hunter would find themselves in a tough spot.

Cloudhawk was coming to acutely regret sticking his nose in this business. The bitter realization that he was neck-deep in shit practically turned his face green. [1]

Playing the hero was definitely not in his wheelhouse if it didn’t concern him, especially if there were no damsels in distress involved. Hell, he wouldn’t even earn a round of drinks for his trouble. The problem was, even after the old fart died, Fishmonger’s Borough would no longer be a safe place for them to stay. Better for him to grab a powerful ally while he was at it no matter how much he was starting to regret it… but regretting his choices now was only going to get him killed. 

“Do you have any spare weapons?” the old man growled.

“Just this.” Cloushawk tossed him an exorcist rod. “You’ll have to make do.”

When the guards found the two intruders, they didn’t waste time on words. Right away, the familiar thck-thck-thck of pressurized air releasing filled the hallways as a volley of bolts came their way. Cloudhawk’s face paled as he was forced to call on the phasing stone again. The bolts slipped harmlessly through him, but he could feel the pressure threatening to break his concentration. It was a significant burden, especially since he was drawing on the last remnants of his mental energy.

Cloudhawk could lean on the phasing stone’s power to protect him. But, what of the old man? He anxiously watched the bolts come, afraid that he’d saved the cripple only for him to turn into a pincushion moments later. He refused to let it happen – he had to get some return on his investment for saving this shithead’s life. Without even so much as a second thought, the drunk walked in and kicked a hornet’s nest. Now, they were in a world of trouble.

He was still mulling over what to do when the cripple reacted. Eyes hard, he lifted his staff and raced towards their attackers – right into the storm of crossbow bolts. With the staff, he knocked away the shots aimed at his most sensitive areas but couldn’t protect his whole body. Many found purchase, yet as they struck him, it was as if they’d hit an iron sheet. They ricocheted off without leaving a mark. As he charged at them, the walls and floors in his wake bristled with arrows.

Cloudhawk saw the whole thing. What sort of skill was this?

The old man wasn’t using a relic. If he were, Cloudhawk would have been able to tell. He was relying on physical ability alone. The only way it was possible was through martial ability, true power. In the instant a bolt reached him, he gathered strength into the area and hardened his flesh. 

This level of skill was almost unheard of. The sheer level of training and mastery over one’s true power was incredible.

Cloudhawk had always suspected that this old man might be a better fighter than him, and this confirmed it. Even crippled the drunk could probably go head-to-head with a veteran demon hunter and have the upper hand. He had to be a superior demon hunter himself, or better. Even with Cloudhawk’s suspicions, he’d underestimated what the boozer was capable of.

Although it was obvious he had considerable psychic ability, the old man’s superiority was in his physical skill. Sadly, some life-threatening injury had left him crippled and robbed him of a great deal of potential. Up to now, the greatest martial artist Cloudhawk had ever seen was Eckard Skinner, the instructor from Hell’s Valley. But, several men like him still couldn’t compare to this lame old man.

Then, he swung the exorcist rod.

He was still several meters away from the guards, but as the power surged through the relic, they all were summarily blown apart. The hallway became a grotesque display of blood, bone, and quivering innards. 

Absolutely incredible! The scene reminded Cloudhawk of something he’d heard once: The greatest demon hunter family in Skycloud boasted three paragons of their craft. They were the city’s governor, Arcturus Cloude; Inquisitor General of the League of Demon hunters, Baldur Cloude; and Knight-Commander of the demon hunter military forces, Sterling Cloude.

Chief among them all, the greatest demon hunter in recorded history was Arcturus. Baldur was sadly killed, but word was that Sterling had been gravely wounded.

It couldn’t be that this smelly old man… as it occurred to him who it was he might have saved, Cloudhawk’s heart lit up. They wasted no time in fleeing the scene of destruction the old man left, but the Warden shouted his questions as they ran. “Hey, old man, how did you protect yourself from those bolts? Can you teach me that?”

“You just figured out how to use Spearhead and you now expect to learn one of the Sanctuary’s greatest abilities? Learn to crawl before you can fly.”

“Shit. Don’t worry about whether or not I have the skill. It doesn’t cost anything to teach me.”

“Let’s see if we survive first!”

“I’ll hold you to that!”

Cloudhawk finally found some comfort in his rash decision. If they managed to escape, maybe he could get the drunk to teach him his invulnerability technique. That was something no amount of money could buy. With a chance like this falling into your lap, you’d be an idiot to pass it up.

As they raced ahead, their way was suddenly blocked off by an ominous green glow. A host of flickering green orbs appeared in their path like innumerable fireflies.

Pervasive fluctuations of deadly power wafted from them, something that Cloudhawk felt wash over his body. He couldn’t hide his puzzled and concerned expression. “The fuck is this stuff? Each one is like an independent relic.”

“Castigation. Do not touch it. Don’t even get close. If it reaches you, you’re dead.”

“That bad? You’re fuckin’ with me.”

Cloudhawk looked around and discovered that the flickering lights had blocked off any escape. Even the way they came from was bathed in green. [2] The old man’s face was ashen and grave, proof that he wasn’t exaggerating. He’d fled from the Crimson One when he saw the fires and even left his relic behind to escape. The Castigation fires had to be just as terrible as he described.

“Use your phasing ability!” The old man commanded.

Cloudhawk angrily shot back, “Easy for you to say! You think it’s so simple?!”

The old man had no time for his nonsense. “Use it or we die. Figure it out!”

“If it were just me, then I could, but bringing someone else makes it much more difficult.”

“Well, you’re the one who decided to save me, so follow through. If you try to run without me, I’ll cave your fucking head in!”

Cloudhawk was ready to spit blood. This fuckin’ guy! Every moment they sat there, the fires were getting closer, and as they neared, they were less like fireflies and more like the souls of the damned. Without any options left to them, Cloudhawk grabbed the old boozer and called on the stone’s power one more time. Both men flung themselves through the nearest wall.

Thankfully, it led them outside. Face pale and covered in sweat, Cloudhawk gasped from the exertion.

The old man raised his head and saw scores more twinkling fires swirling above the mansion. The moment they appeared outside, the fires were alerted and descended their way.

“Fucking stupid asshole things are on us like stink on shit!”

Cloudhawk was at his wit’s end. He drew Quiet Carnage, aiming to try and swat them away.

The old man tried to stop him. “Don’t!”

Too late!

The fires clung to the sword as he attempted to knock them away, sticking to it like creeping waves of pus. All at once, Quiet Carnage burst into flame like it was made of dry wood. He wanted to throw it aside but was a fraction too late. The fires reached his body and slipped inside.

“What the fuck?”

Cloudhawk felt himself begin to burn.

Spouts of green flame belched from his pores.

The sudden and intense pain was too much, and he slipped into darkness. His final thought hung in the back of his mind as his consciousness fled: Nice guys live short lives. This was the end!

The old man trembled with rage. He told him not to touch it, but the idiot kid wouldn’t listen! Did he think the fires of Castigation were that easy to banish? In the whole of Skycloud domain – with the exception of Arcturus Cloude and a precious few other masters – no one could withstand such terrible power!

The young man was beyond saving.

The old man had decided to abandon Cloudhawk to his fate and save himself. He turned his head to spare a final glance for the poor soul when what he saw froze him in his tracks. There he was, lying on the ground with his flesh cracked and blackened. Green flame belched from the cracks, yet they seemed to fuse back together as quickly as they opened. Somehow, his body was fighting against the all-consuming fire.

But how? Castigation was renowned for destroying its victims from the inside out. There didn’t seem to be anything about this young man that was different from any other person, not outwardly anyway. And yet, he was protecting himself somehow.

The old man grabbed Cloudhawk once the fires died and picked him up. He leaped from the parapets. They emerged from down in the streets below and disappeared into the city.

Meanwhile, the Crimson One was recovering in Ravenous Tiger’s audience chamber. The green fires had returned and were slipping back into his body. He stood staring absently into the distance with a stern expression. “A young man with unprecedented abilities. Touched by the fire, yet he survives!”

“He had to have been saved by that old fool!”

The governor saw his compatriot’s reactions and knew their targets must have escaped. It was a sobering realization to discover that the terrifying man could also fail.

“I was unable to kill them, but they no longer have the strength to run.” The Crimson One turned to command Ravenous Tiger directly. “Lock down the city. Discover what you can about those two and anyone they’ve been in contact with. Bring them all in for questioning.”

Ravenous Tiger didn’t dare hesitate. “Of course!”

Fishmonger’s Borough was a unique place. People couldn’t come and go as they pleased. Without the help of sandsharks, travel was halted. Closing off the city was as easy as restricting access to the animals. 

The young man with the ability to slip through space was badly injured. There was nowhere for the old man to run. Finding both of them was only a matter of time. With the five thousand soldiers at Ravenous Tiger’s disposal, on constant patrol, even a mouse couldn’t slip through much less two wounded men.

But, it wasn’t only them in their crosshairs now. Everyone they knew, everyone they’ve spoken to was in danger.

1. The Chinese is “cut him open, and all his guts would look cyan”. The Chinese love cyan as a descriptor for sickly and uncomfortable (blue-green). It took a minute to think up an equivalent, so I picked another sort of mental imagery and color to try and evoke the same thought.

2. Bruh, the Crimson One is Maleficent.


47 / Blessings in Disguise


Cloudhawk felt everything in excruciating detail all the way up to when the darkness overcame him.

He tried to use his sword to protect him from the flames, but it only created the means for it to reach him. He remembered watching the green light hungrily consume the sword, slither towards his hand, and then slip into his body. The fire was unnaturally crafty as though it possessed a mind of its own. It didn’t matter that his sword was a relic. Nothing stopped Castigation. Before he even knew what had happened, he was consumed by it.

Quiet Carnage survived but only barely. Its surface was a spider web of cracks. The sheer abuse the Crimson One’s power could unleash in just an instant… it was nothing short of hellish.

The miserable flames ate away at whatever it touched like a plague of termites. It consumed the inner construction of his relic just as it wreaked havoc within Cloudhawk’s own body. Though brief, the fires plundered the power of Quiet Carnage as it moved on to its bearer, a terrible force that could not be stopped.

Cloudhawk sensed the danger but reacted too slowly. He learned firsthand what made Castigation so terrifying. Castigation didn’t so much burn as it gnawed at everything it encountered.

No! This was no fire.

It looked like it, but that is where the resemblance ended. It was just like diamonds looking like ice cubes. The qualities of each were as different as night and day.

What they called the flames of judgment, Castigation fire, were more biological. They were small, horrific living creatures – like a cluster of almost imperceptible ants that ate everything in their path. They slipped in through the victim’s pores and devoured their cells. Like a virus, they infiltrated the cells and consumed them for energy, multiplied, and ultimately burst free. In doing so, the “fires” grew a hundredfold in a matter of seconds. Afterwards, once they burst out of the body of their victim, they continued to search for more fuel. They lived to spread, to devour, to erupt. That which they penetrated was sapped of their life force from the inside. The end result for the victim wasn’t much different from being burned alive.

Cloudhawk had encountered a number of strange relics over the years but never anything like this.

“Biological” maybe wasn’t the right word for them. They were perhaps more mechanical, tirelessly executing a command to infiltrate and destroy. It was perhaps informed by the chemical and biological weapons of the ancients, but Cloudhawk could sense the resonance of godly power in it. If that was the case, it had to have been created in the same way other godly relics were and was similarly controlled through psychic energy. Their destructive capabilities and division also had to be influenced by the relic’s bearer.

It was the first time in his life he’d ever encountered an attack this… outlandish. He’d never suffered in this way despite all he’d been through.

Any normal man would have been destroyed in under five seconds. All that would be left would be ash.

It was the same as the execution he’d witnessed at Sandbar Outpost. This “judgment” from the gods was merely a show while the relic was activated. The microscopic creatures were injected into the victims in advance and then were released at the prescribed time so that it seemed like the gods were passing a verdict. At the relic bearer’s behest, Castigation would begin to spread – and to the casual observer, the victim was burned by holy decree.

But, the action caused resonance that Cloudhawk was attuned to sense. He remembered feeling it when he witnessed that execution, and it had aroused his suspicions.

A normal man was, without question, dead the instant Castigation touched him. However, Cloudhawk managed to survive though it left him drained and immobile. Luckily for him, he was not a normal man. When Castigation invaded, it immediately had to contend with another power that had taken hold long ago. Trespasser did not take kindly to an attack on its host.

In the years since his infection, Trespasser had helped Cloudhawk in many ways. Academician Roste’s parting gift was not the curse he feared it would be, but he also never expected it to save his life at such a critical time. Aside from giving him immunity to poison and allowing him to drink obscene amounts of alcohol, it hadn’t much crossed his mind, nor had it caused any ill effects.

Since it didn’t appear to be doing harm, he eventually lost interest in having the infection cleansed.

Cloudhawk finally understood that Trespasser had never stopped despite his apathy. It continued to multiply at an incredible rate until it permeated every drop of blood, every inch of bone, and every fiber of muscle. Under a microscope, he would discover that every inch of him was Trespasser’s territory now – no less prevalent than it had been in Roste.

Like low-key and disciplined defenders, the Academician’s virus had bided its time. Just as a city facing a siege might gather resources to bolster its strength, Trespasser had been busy growing powerful within him.

There it stayed, silent until the time was ripe. It went from dormant and ignored to alive and omnipresent throughout its host – with the mutual power of destruction and creation!

In fact, Trespasser would have become active in only a few months. Castigation’s attack had just woken it up early, perhaps to his benefit

There wasn’t anything he could have done to stop it. In an instant, Cloudhawk would have become the most perfect specimen for adaptation in the world. Who knew what he would have become – whether he would remain the same Cloudhawk or become something else entirely. Trespasser had long invaded every cell in his brain, so it was impossible to say how it would have affected his thinking.

This would have been an even more terrifying transformation than even Roste envisioned!

Indeed, Trespasser had the home-field advantage. Years were spent slowly expanding, but Castigation descended like an invading army. It raced through Cloudhawk, razing everything in its path, leaving devastation in its wake.

As the invader withered stem and root, Trespasser was forced to counter-attack.

All living things prescribed to a unifying truth – survival of the fittest. For years, Roste had used his own body as an incubator and host, gathering genetic material from throughout the wastelands to create his perfect entity. Constantly barraged by change, the genes warred for dominance. They changed, adapted, died off, reformed, until Trespasser emerged in the end. Through its tenacity, the host feared nothing – no fire, water, electricity, or acid was to be feared for it would adapt. And in this world, only the most adaptable were qualified to survive.

The Trespasser virus within Cloudhawk was the newest strain. It was more versatile than ever, so inexorably fused with its host that even an aggressive power like Castigation couldn’t completely eradicate it. 

Castigation was tremendously powerful. In an instant, its corrosive taint spread throughout Cloudhawk’s body, nearly destroying him. His organs were desiccated, and it was only through the Trespasser’s quick reaction that he survived. Castigation’s own short-lived nature helped the defender overturn and extinguish it before it could finish the job.

Although undeniably strange, at the end of the day, Castigation had still been created from a relic. The psychic energy commanding it was limited. If its victim wasn’t slain quickly, then the power faded. In the midst of this invisible battle, Trespasser had suffered as well. Though a fair amount of the virus had been consumed, what remained was not ready to give up its host. It fought back, ensuring Cloudhawk would survive.

The process was an arduous and difficult one. Trespasser had suffered, but it was victorious in the end.

It wasn’t a lengthy conflict. Cloudhawk was only unconscious for ten minutes. When he came to, he found himself lying in a strange room without any signs of injury, though his skin was a brighter shade of pink than he was used to. 

But pain. Fuck, the pain!

While he looked whole outwardly, several areas inside felt like he was being stabbed. There was no way for him to express it. It was like every cell was being torn apart. Strong as he was, the waves of it almost made him pass out again.

The Castigation fires were extinguished, but in its fury, it had awakened Trespasser. A virus like that wouldn’t return to a dormant state so quickly, and so it set to work remolding Cloudhawk’s body. The changes came quicker than he could get used to, causing pain and discomfort.

Without a doubt, it was a… novel experience.

In this day and age, harsh environments and mutated organisms weren’t rare. However, this process was typically very slow. He’d never heard of someone actually feeling the process of evolution as it happened. He felt horrible, but the pain in his heart came from the fear that he would become some form of monster.

“You’re up already?” The old drunk sat nearby, showing surprise on his face. He’d lost hope that Cloudhawk would recover. It was incredible that he not only resisted the vicious attack but seemed to have completely bounced back. “It’s incredible. You survived Castigation, and it didn’t even leave a mark.”

“Didn’t leave a mark my chapped ass. Not only am I suffering, now I’m in seriously deep shit!” He was in so much pain that it hurt just to talk. He raised his hands to inspect the damage, and his hands came away with large tufts of hair. It’d all started to fall out. His face was immediately crestfallen like the world had ended all over again. “It’s done. The mutation’s already started!”

The old man plucked up a few strands of hair and looked them over. “What’s going on here?”

Cloudhawk was in too much pain and was far too exhausted to explain.

Cloudhawk reached for his sword to support him off the bed, but he heard it start to crack the instant he put weight on it. It sounded like rotted wood. He felt another pang of despair.

Quiet Carnage had been his preferred weapon for three years. Was this how he would lose one of his favorite tools?

It was another display of Castigation’s dreadful abilities. The fires of judgment had ruined his precious relic beyond repair.

Wait! Something felt strange…

Although Quiet Carnage was all but destroyed, he could still sense its familiar power. However, it wasn’t coming from the brittle metal in his hands. It was coming from him. In its destructive path through both the sword and his body, Castigation had transferred some of the relic’s power into him. Through some strange combination of circumstances, when Castigation was eliminated, the relic’s abilities were left behind. He could feel it, a part of his own psychic energy.

Cloudhawk slowly lifted his hand and whispered a command, “Silence!”

A formless essence poured from him and blanketed the room. Everything caught in its embrace was immediately and entirely muted.

Cloudhawk allowed his arm to drop in astonishment. As he did, the field of silence dissipated and sounds reemerged.

Amazing… I have the power of a relic. He was ecstatic to the point where even the blinding pain seemed to ease.

He remembered what the stone’s former master had once told him: at the highest echelons of power, relics were discarded, for one’s own body became a relic.

For years, he worked towards that end but could never learn the secret. Instead, his efforts had been pointless because it came as a blessing in disguise after an attempt on his life. He only almost had to die to succeed. The loss of Quiet Carnage also marked the first time he could call on a power without a relic’s help.

So, that was it! That’s how it worked!

Cloudhawk had always lacked the means to absorb a relic’s power, so he couldn’t independently use a relic’s power even though he had the talent. It turned out that Castigation fire had precisely what he was missing. It conveyed the sword’s essence into him permanently.

Cloudhawk didn’t know how, but once it was inside of him, he absorbed it. He made it into a part of himself. It couldn’t have been more than a one-in-ten chance of success, but it had somehow happened. He had to thank his lucky stars.

Even for Cloudhawk, all of this was way out of the norm. The unfortunate part of all this was that he’d learned the truth after being attacked by Castigation. The power of the flames wasn’t his to command. If he were able to get the essence of Castigation for himself, the incredible destruction he could wield wouldn’t even matter. He’d have a way to refine the power of relics and absorb them into himself.

He needed to think of some way to deal with the Crimson One. 

Wait, no. He cast the thought away the second it entered his head. Was that a fucking joke? There was no way he could beat a guy like that!

What dumbass reason would I have for pissing him off? That asshole nearly killed me. Fuck, it still hurts. Before anything, we need to find a way to get out of here. However much we learned, my first priority has to be to keep breathing. The Borough’s people, the Church. Fuck, maybe even the whole world is after me. If I don’t get out of here in a hurry, it’ll be too late.


48 / Exodus


Hermit’s Clinic was a cacophony of medicinal scents. Seated cross-legged before a small furnace, the light of its fire illuminated Brier’s uncomfortable features. He busily worked a mortar and pestle, grinding the contents and then, from time to time, conveying the mushy result into the furnace. He steadfastly ignored Autumn and maintained an indifferent detachment even in the face of her questions. Outwardly, he didn’t seem to take her presence or her accusations to heart.

She would not be dissuaded as she kept snapping at him in anger. “Why aren’t you saying anything?! Pretending to be mute isn’t going to help you!”

“You won’t believe anything I say anyway. If that’s the case, why waste my breath?” Truthfully, Brier wasn’t even sure how to explain everything that’d happened. It was more complicated, and a simple answer could not do it justice. Autumn was an adult now, but there were still some things that she was not ready to know.

For her part, Autumn wasn’t sure how to approach the former elder. She was never good at this sort of thing – diplomacy and argument. Faced with his apathetic affectation, she was… disappointed. So very, very disappointed. He wasn’t even going to argue? Was he just going to accept his reckless and deplorable actions? Was this how he was going to treat her?

She could hardly stand to spend another second here. When was Cloudhawk going to get back?

She needed to get her tribe’s artifact back to her people and drag Brier back with her to face judgment. The elders would deal with him. Although he’d committed an unforgivable offense, Autumn couldn’t execute him herself. Bringing him to the tribe was her only option.

Hadn’t Cloudhawk said that getting the artifact would be easy? A piece of cake, he’d said.

For all his self-confidence, here she was half a day later, and the rogue still wasn’t back. Had something happened? What would she do if that arrogant megalomaniac got into trouble? These concerns whispered in the back of her mind when alarms suddenly began to sound from the governor’s mansion. The upper level was far from where they were, but she could pick out explosions from a battle. The ground trembled slightly even all the way down here.

Autumn felt her heart seize. She’d guessed right!

Brier stood up with a concerned scowl, casting his eyes toward the din. He ordered a pair of interns to go see what happened, and they returned a few moments later with their report: “There was an assassination attempt on Ravenous Tiger. The city is in chaos. Soldiers have been dispatched to hunt down the culprits.”

An assassination attempt? What was that idiot doing trying to kill the governor?! Both Brier and Autumn were stunned by the unexpected turn.

However, at the moment, whether or not Cloudhawk was involved wasn’t important. Hermit’s clinic was no longer safe. Brier turned to her and said, “Ravenous Tiger is strong, and he has thousands of men at his command. There isn’t much chance your protector will make it out alive, but my clinic has an escape tunnel. It will take us out of here.”

Fear gripped her. All this time, Autumn had had to rely exclusively on Cloudhawk. Although she found this impudent and barbarous scoundrel repulsive, she had to admit that she’d have long perished without his help. Without him by her side, she felt far less secure.

“I’m waiting for him!” She then added, “I will not abandon my friends to save my own skin. You go – it’s what you’re good at.”

She couldn’t stop him from going. She was too weak to do anything, even protecting herself. But, after her refusal to leave, Brier also remained behind. Despite herself, the fact made her feel a little better.

Not a few seconds passed before an old man with a lame leg came bursting in. He had a young man with a look of unbearable pain on his face draped over his shoulders. He threw Cloudhawk onto the ground without a word. For his part, the Warden was shriveled and pink like a boiled shrimp. He was soaked in sweat, and something was odd about his body. The skin of his arms and chest bubbled sickeningly like malignant growths.

Brier’s first priority was revealed in his opening question. “Did you get the flute?”

Autumn glared at him. This was who he was? That was his first question? Did he not feel an ounce of guilt over what he’d done?! He was the bastard who gave the Shepherd’s flute to Ravenous Tiger in the first place!

“It’s a long story,” Cloudhawk managed to wheeze. He produced the artifact from some secret pocket and handed it to her. “But… at least the mission… for your flute… is complete.”

He did it? He actually got it for her? Brier’s face was nothing short of dumbfounded.

The moment the flute was placed in Autumn’s hands, it was as though a tremendous weight was lifted. For the first time in ages, she felt like she could breathe again.

Man’s luck had its limits. Cloudhawk had managed to survive a direct assault from a terrible attack thanks to Trespasser. Its forced awakening kept him from being reduced to ash, but he wasn’t out of the woods – not by a long shot. Now that Trespasser was awake, he could feel the mutations occurring. If he didn’t find the Dark Atom soon and beg for their technology to help him, it wouldn’t be more than half a month before he became some twisted monstrosity.

Things were bad. They had to get out of Fishmonger’s Borough immediately! Any hesitation and it would be too late!

The old drunkard who brought him in interrupted, “Hey, this is a clinic isn’t it? You’re a doctor, and this kid is in a bad way. See what you can do.”

Brier gave his new patient a cursory examination. Cloudhawk was half dead from whatever ordeal brought him here. He didn’t have enough strength to stand, let alone escape the city. Brier’s face grew more concerned the more he saw. “I knew your physicality was unique the moment you walked in. Yet, the rate of mutation I’m seeing is incredible.”

“You have to save him!” Autumn interjected.

“I’m sorry. My expertise is in common diseases. What I’m seeing here isn’t from typical cancers or injuries. Whatever this is, it’s coming from inside your own body. In other words, your body is fine, just… changing. You are becoming a mutant at a rate that is frankly unfathomable. The good news is that this isn’t malignant.”

I fucking know this already! Tell me something I don’t know!

Cloudhawk fought to speak through the pain. “Don’t just fuckin’ flap your gums at me! This is a freaking clinic. Don’t you have any pain meds?”

“Actually, I do.” Brier reached over to a nearby rack of vials and picked one. Inside were a number of small, crudely made pills. “These will help ameliorate the pain significantly, but their effects don’t last long.”

This medicine was exactly why Cloudhawk had the drunk carry him all the way here. Brier was an accomplished doctor, and with the technology in this city, he had to have something to help with this blinding pain.

A few moments after taking the medicine, Cloudhawk could feel the pain begin to subside. The speed and efficacy of it proved why Hermit had become so popular here. Still, he wasn’t optimistic. Just outside those doors, all of the Borough’s soldiers were looking for them.

Since Cloudhawk and Autumn had been in contact with Brier, someone would come knocking sooner or later. Fishmonger’s Borough was a unique place that made escape difficult, and they could be sure that there was going to be tight defenses in the lower level ensuring no one got out. Getting a ride on sandsharks didn’t seem like a possibility.

Brier turned his attention to Autumn. “Blow the flute. Use it, and we’ll be able to escape.”

How was a flute supposed to do that? Cloudhawk doubted this artifact had that sort of power.

Nervously, Autumn complied. With no other option available to them, she raised the flute to her lips and began to blow a small stream of air. Nothing. She blew harder, but there was still no response. Her face was red from the effort, but that was all.

It was too much to ask for a young woman who had never handled a relic to summon the power of something like this on her first try.

Autumn was just the same as Cloudhawk used to be. She’d never received any training. She didn’t know a single thing about relics. Those like Cloudhawk – who could pick up and use nearly any artifact handed to them – were rare beyond measure. How could Brier expect her to simply evoke the flute with no foundation? Learning the skills was a long and difficult process, and even those with natural talent like Selene and Dawn couldn’t accomplish it in a single attempt.

Autumn’s face fell, discouraged. “I can’t do it!”

“You are the last scion of divine blood.” Brier pressed her but was not reproachful. “You are the only one who can use the artifact. I know you can. Have faith!”

Cloudhawk watched the doctor with a measure of surprise. Who was this man? Why the sudden change in attitude?

He knew Brier had a sordid history with his people, so it was strange for him to seem so concerned with Autumn’s safety. It was a fact that did not escape her notice, for she looked at him in a trance. Which was the true Brier? Did he care, or didn’t he? But, his words were enough to inspire her to try again.

But then, the sounds of a piercing voice arose from outside.

“Here, this is the place!” A fat, shrew-like woman was pointing accusingly at the front door. Two red-robed members of the Crimson Church were with her along with over a hundred city soldiers. As they closed in, the fat, ugly woman made sure to disassociate herself. “I don’t know him, but I’m sure that there’s something going on with him and Hermit!”

That was enough proof for them. The unit commander motioned, and half a dozen soldiers moved towards the clinic.

But, when they kicked open the door, the men were blinded by a flash of golden light. A pudgy little bird appeared before them, beating its tiny wings. Feathers shot out towards the soldiers like throwing daggers, each one skillfully aimed at their throats. They hit the ground clutching at their opened necks.

“What was that?!”

“Doesn’t matter. Fire!”

All at once, the remaining soldiers leveled their weapons. Bows twanged and guns roared as they pummeled the clinic storefront. The eclectic mix of weapons was fierce in its barrage and shredded the building.

The missionaries reacted as well. They drew back bows nocked with feathered arrows but did not fire. They shut their eyes, and with a quiet prayer, the arrows came alive with green fire. Whoosh! They released the strings, and the arrows raced towards the clinic with malignant green tails like evil comets. One of the interns wasn’t fast enough and took an arrow to the chest. It hardly found purchase before the unfortunate young man was completely devoured by the flame.

“This way!”

Brier pushed open a secret passage, and everyone pushed through without a second thought. It was either flee or face a hundred angry soldiers and a pair of infernal priests.


49 / Three Hundred Years of Silence


Brier was the first one down the tunnel. Cloudhawk limped behind while clutching his chest. Autumn, flute in hand, and the lame drunkard took up the rear.

The medicine was helping ease his pain, but it only gave Cloudhawk enough respite to move around. His ability to defend himself was greatly hindered, and besides, the medicine’s effects would only last a little while. They had to get far away and fast. Otherwise, they were as good as dead. Even if they weren’t captured by Ravenous Tiger and the Crimson One, Trespasser’s mutations could steal his mind from him. That was a fate worse than death.

Throughout their journey, Autumn had never seen Cloudhawk as anything other than a pillar of iron. He’d even outmaneuvered a nightmarish thing like Blackfiend the Undying. So what happened today that nearly killed him?

Autumn thought to ask, but the question died in her throat. She didn’t want to appear too concerned. Cloudhawk was already in danger of snapping his own neck, peering so far down his nose at her. So, she kept her mouth shut.

“Things aren’t lookin’ so good for me.” Cloudhawk stumbled forward with great effort, but even still, he couldn’t pass up an opportunity to screw with her. “Be honest. Will you be happy or sad when I die?”

Autumn kept her lips tightly closed and pretended like she hadn’t heard.

“Right, well if I do die, the mission’s still complete. Make sure you send the reward you promised to Gabby. Don’t give this old drunk shit. He’ll just spend it all on wine.”

The old man merely rolled his eyes at the accusation.

Autumn glared at him. “Are you finished with your last words?”

Cloudhawk pondered his poor luck and then added more. “Make sure you find a good man to marry. Don’t waste your life pining over my corpse.”

Autumn gripped the flute tightly in her hands and fought back the urge to fling it at him. Her teeth ground audibly as she answered. “Hmph, I have the artifact. If you die, it’ll save me a lot of Ebonycrs.”

“Damn. Kicking friends to the curb the moment you don’t need ‘em anymore.”

“So what?” Autumn shot back, obstinate and angry. “If it’s that important to you, then live! If you can, that is. Then you can get the money yourself. What does a dead man need all that money for anyway? Am I supposed to send it to that psychopath so he can give you a proper burial? In your dreams! I’d rather scatter the Ebonycrs into a river!”

Brier gave a quick glance over his shoulder. This wasn’t the Autumn he remembered. She was a good-hearted girl by nature, playful and gentle. Her cruel treatment of the young man was not typical. However, it was clear from their banter that she cared for him, even if she refused to accept the fact herself.

Youth, he mused. Brier’s thoughts turned to far-away memories as they made their way down the tunnel.

Images of the woman in green returned. Had she lived a good life? She wasn’t his, but he had always been concerned for her.

News of her disappearance took away the anxiety, along with all the light in his life. This girl was the last bit of color in an otherwise barren world. He’d thought about seeking her out once she was older. He hadn’t thought she might come looking for him.

Was it the will of the Shepherd Goddess? It didn’t matter. But, he had to make sure she got to safety.

Meanwhile, the drunkard contemplated his appreciation for the young demon hunter. The kid was smart enough to be afraid of death but was stupid enough to not avoid it!

He was a man of character and purpose. How was it that he’d never heard of him? Was he someone new? A new generation replaces the old, stronger than the last. With so many talented youths in Skycloud, it was a surprise to see another rising star. Their struggle for supremacy would be a fight to watch.

The old man fretted inwardly over the things he could not change. His plan had been to fall in this one-man war against Fishmonger’s Borough and the despicable man who ran it. Instead, he’d accidentally drawn out the one pulling the strings. He lived despite his plan and found a young man who could succeed where he had failed.

If Cloudhawk could resist the Castigation fire, then there was a chance he might defeat that fiend. What were a few more years of living if it meant he’d have fine seats for a good show?

The four fugitives absconded through the tunnel, lost in their own thoughts.

Cloudhawk had to stop when a stabbing pain swept through him. It was so quick, so intense that for a moment, he lost his breath. He took a few deep gulps of air to steady himself, but his helpless state was clearer than ever. He was both scared and amazed at how vulnerable he’d become.

“There’s an ambush ahead. We can’t go on.”

There was no such thing as safe harbor in Fishmonger’s Borough, not for them. Their only hope was escape. But of course, Ravenous Tiger would have defenses set all through the lower level. There were over five hundred soldiers lying in wait for any sign, ready to pounce. Among them were at least four of the red-robed devils – with that sanctimonious, middle-aged terror at the fore.

Strong as the drunkard was, he couldn’t break through such a blockade, especially if he was trying to usher a group of people much weaker. After Oddball returned, Cloudhawk reported what the bird had found about the forces arrayed against them. Suddenly, they were stuck between the frying pan and the fire. The old man suggested trying to fight their way out – at least they might take a couple of the assholes with them before they died.

Cloudhawk’s first reaction was to inwardly chastise the old man. He might be bored with life, but I still got shit to do. The drunkard’s suicide mission was stupid. However, he didn’t have a better suggestion.

“If we could summon the flute’s power, then we would have a chance to escape.”

It was Brier who said it. Cloudhawk found the suggestion useless, for how could the flute – relic or not – help them against a small army? Autumn was less disparaging and put the artifact to her lips to try again. The result was the same. No matter what she did or how hard she blew, the flute never made a sound.

The old man shook his head as he watched. “That’s not how you use relics. Don’t think of it as a normal flute. You must join your heart and your mind, your mind and your will, your will and your spirit. That is how you create resonance.”

Can this old fucker stop being so mysterious?

Cloudhawk added his voice, “It’s just a damn relic, right? Let me try.”

Autumn was incredulous. “There’s no way an outsider can be allowed to tarnish my tribe’s holy artifact!”

“Ravenous Tiger has had his slimy claws on it all this time, and I’m the one who stole it back. This is how you show appreciation?” He was about to snatch the artifact from Autumn’s hands when Oddball began to twitter madly on his shoulder. Cloudhawk’s face fell. “They’re coming.”

A grenade came barreling towards them, trailing a wake of fire.

The drunk stepped forward, unarmed but with fists raised. He held his arms at a subtle angle, and when the bomb struck, it was turned one-hundred-and-eighty degrees back the way it came. It drilled right through one of the soldiers into the fat figure standing behind him.

Boom!

The lumbering figure blocked the explosion with his axe. However, the soldiers around him were instantly ripped apart.

Ravenous Tiger slammed the head of his battleaxe into the ground in a rage. He glared at the old man and his companions with a frigid gaze. “Bringing others to die with you on your stupid crusade, eh? Any last words?”

The old man’s words were practically a growl. “You despicable traitor!”

Upon hearing that the cripple didn’t have anything new to say, Ravenous Tiger grew tired of hearing him speak. He wasn’t one for nonsense, and this old boozer was a menace that was better dealt with sooner rather than later. If he escaped, the chances were good he’d be back one day for another attempt on his life.

“Kill them!”

Hundreds of weapons were raised and ready to be fired.

The area came alive with the sounds of gunpowder and screams from every direction. The Borough’s soldiers, caught unprepared, were mowed down by a sneak attack as a host of men descended upon them.

“Master Hermit! We’re here to protect you!”

Cloudhawk and Autumn were stunned. They looked searchingly at Brier.

Brier, on the other hand, was not taken aback. “These are the men I’ve recruited the last few years,” he said in reply to their wordless question. “My suicide soldiers. My plan was to recover the flute from Ravenous Tiger in a couple years with their help. I was going to bring it back to the tribe so they could use it. Now, it seems they will serve a different purpose.”

Autumn was only more confused. “Why would you do this?”

Brier looked at her, his eyes soft and warm. “You still don’t understand? I’m protecting you!”

The old man and Ravenous Tiger were once more engaged in battle. Behind them, the middle-aged priest lifted a weapon encased in green fire. Its hungry fires began to reach for the other three. This was it. They would find a way to flee or they would die. Cloudhawk wrenched the flute from Autumn’s grip. He knew immediately that this relic was different, but he could still see its pattern.

“It’s no use!” Brier shook his head. “This artifact is different from those in your homeland. The Shepherd’s flute can only be used by someone with divine blood. For three hundred years, it’s lain silent – Autumn is the only one. Your efforts are a waste.”

But, even as his words were spoken, the stone around Cloudhawk’s neck began to glow. The Shepherd’s flute answered with a shine of its own.

Cloudhawk had only started to recover, and his mental fortitude was limited at best. He wasn’t strong enough to call on the flute, but he could summon the stone’s power. The surge of psychic power it gave him could only be used once a day at most, but it gave the Warden access to strength equivalent to a veteran demon hunter. As the mighty flood rose, it instantly resonated with the artifact.

A clear and melodious note came from the flute.

But, to call it a “sound” was not accurate. It was not a sound. It was a peculiar noise that spoke directly to some special sense. All of a sudden, the whole area began to quake.

This was the Shepherd’s Call, unheard for three hundred years, three generations of stillness and anticipation. Here in this strange and dangerous place, it sang again.

In the underground lake below, a vortex formed. Some inexplicable power filled it, and all the beasts therein began to thrash and turn. At last, he knew what the flute was for. It controlled animals.

But, there was something he lacked. He could awaken the relic, but he couldn’t use it to bend the creatures to his will. They whipped around in a mad chaos, throwing the whole city into turmoil. Every animal in Fishmonger’s Borough suddenly defied orders, bucking off riders or tearing off in random directions. The flesh-eating birds that circled outside even started heedlessly diving through the city.

The most striking, however, was what was happening in the lake below.

In the depths of Fishmonger’s Borough were thousands upon thousands of beasts. More than just sandsharks, there were powerful monsters of the wastes that heard the Shepherd’s Call and became enraged. They came tearing to the surface, breaking out all throughout the lower levels and sending foes careening in all directions.

“The beasts are losing their minds!”

“Get them under control!”

It was madness.

Weakened by the ordeal, Cloudhawk blindly shoved the flute back into Autumn’s hands. She was staring at him in utter disbelief, an expression mirrored by Brier. Neither could fathom how this outsider had done it. Shepherd’s Call had been dormant for years, but this outsider had somehow given it a voice.

“What the fuck are you idiots gaping at? Run!”

Cloudhawk shouted at them angrily, unaware of the earth-shattering feat he’d just performed.


50 / Pandemonium in the Boroughs


The flute had sounded. After three hundred years, out here in this foreign place, its song was heard again. Only, the player was not one of the tribe.

Shepherd’s Call rang through the mountain and beyond, a thousand meters in all directions. No distance diminished it, and no material muted its voice. All living creatures heard it resounding in the depths of their souls.

The murder of ravenous birds outside heard the call, and it drove them into a frenzy. They were drawn into Fishmonger’s Borough like moths to a flame, wreaking havoc and rending flesh in their passage. With the soldiers withdrawn to deal with the would-be assassins, there was nothing to stop them from entering. Meanwhile, the city’s domesticated beasts were also out of control. They attacked their handlers, wrecked buildings, and trampled their pens. Anarchy prevailed.

The underground lake was the center of the storm. No one knew what lived in there besides the thousands of sandsharks needed to keep the city functioning. All of a sudden, beasts they’d never seen before were roused, and creatures which had never come to the surface were breaching with terrible effect. Unfortunate citizens caught too close to the lake were attacked before they knew what was happening.

All manner of creatures – be they beasts of the land, air or water – began to attack the city. It was no different from the stampedes of starved animals out in the desert. Never in the history of the Boroughs had its citizens needed to contend with a threat of this magnitude.

All because Cloudhawk played a flute. The Shepherd’s gift was a spectacular artifact indeed!

Yet, how could Brier and Autumn accept what they’d seen? Three hundred years and no one had been able to coax a sound from their holy relic. No one, not even her illustrious parents nor all the tribe’s elders. Only once Autumn was born did the flute begin to resonate.

Autumn was important to her people for more than the name of her parents. In three hundred years, her birth had done what no other had. She was the only soul in all that time with divine blood, the only one who could call on the flute’s power. She was destined to lead their people.

Throughout the valley’s history, none had been born with the ability to commune with the beasts, none but Autumn. For this reason, she was seen by her people as chosen by their god to lead. Her innate power and talent made her fated – maybe even a reincarnation of their beloved Shepherd.

In a mockery of all of that, an outsider had been the first to call on the flute’s power. This one born to carry on the Shepherd’s lineage, this avatar, had tried desperately and failed while an unknown scoundrel did so on his first attempt.

Everything seemed so absurd now, all of their prophecies and beliefs. But, this was the hard truth.

Brier could no longer maintain his flat affectation. His eyes were wide and red, and the shock caused him to forget the mortal danger they were in. He lurched forward and grabbed Cloudhawk by the front of his shirt. “Who are you? What are you?! How can you use the Shepherd’s power?!”

“Hey, hey, hey! Cool the fuck off! I can use all sorts of relics, god or demon.” Cloudhawk had always possessed this ability, but he kept it quiet. Who would believe him? But under duress and at his wit’s end, Cloudhawk couldn’t help it once Brier grabbed him. “Now, get your fucking hands off of me! And thank your shithead god that I’m hurt. Otherwise, I’d slap your ass to the dirt.”

A volley of bullets and arrows were coming their way, so Brier was forced to comply.

Autumn’s face was the bitter mask of a woman maligned. Her tiny hands squeezed the holy relic as though she were struggling with the desire to smash it. Why? Why could he do it, but not her? But, now wasn’t the time. “We have to go!”

In his years in exile, Brier had recruited and trained several dozen believers for his cause. The suicide soldiers were formidable but not invincible. Alone against hundreds of soldiers, they couldn’t hold them off for long. Besides the sheer disparity in numbers, Ravenous Tiger’s men were also well equipped; they had everything from rapid-fire crossbows to automatic rifles and even rocket launchers. They were frighteningly deadly.

The old man was locked in combat with his nemesis, the governor.

He had lost his relic during the assault on the mansion, but even with only the exorcist rod, he’d gained the upper hand. After all, the skills of the cripple ran far deeper than one would expect. His powers as a demon hunter were just one aspect – and was not even his forte. The drunk’s greatest abilities lay in martial combat and the manipulation of true power. Even bullets didn’t present any threat to him.

However, there was a limit to what one man could do, even a man like him.

Alone against Ravenous Tiger, the old man had nothing to fear. But, there were two clerics of the Crimson Church involved as well. They bore their own weapons, exorcist staffs as well, and launched a fierce combined assault on the lone warrior.

Since when had demon hunters become a dime a dozen? Even Crimson Church clerics were demon hunters! Word of this would cause a sensation if it reached Skycloud domain.

The demon hunter title was an honorable one in the Elysian lands. They were required to register, and all that they did was recorded. Few were ever missing or unaccounted for. And yet, out here in this wastelander city, the reality did not match expectations. Not only was the governor himself a demon hunter, but mere clergymen were as well.

How could men like these so effectively conceal their identities and play as holy men out in the wastelands? A more frightening question was how much power did the Crimson One wield if these were his subordinates?

Against a veteran demon hunter and two missionaries, together with a myriad of normal soldiers, how long could the old drunk endure? Cloudhawk, however, didn’t spare him a passing thought since he had his own life to worry about. After all, he was in too weak a state to protect himself. He couldn’t even call on the phase stone to save him. Even if he stayed behind, he would only get in the way.

Brier grabbed Autumn and was bringing her to the underground lake. He was trying to get a sandshark for their escape. All around was pandemonium. Every minute they remained was one minute closer to disaster.

Four men in red were coming their way, led by a middle-aged man. He bore a longsword wreathed in flame. When he came in range, he hacked the blade towards them. The weapon itself was a relic of uncommon quality, and the green flames were none other than Castigation fire. It was a terrifying weapon capable of bearing Castigation’s flames.

Cloudhawk had become intimately familiar with the nature of this danger. Castigation fire was misnamed and was not a fire at all. It did not burn indiscriminately, and so the destruction it caused could be controlled.

In many ways, Castigation fire was more relic than anything. Its power was directed by the will of the bearer. This was how it was capable of devouring Cloudhawk’s sword and, at the same time, leaving the cleric’s weapon unscathed.

“Careful!”

The middle-aged cleric struck, but not towards Brier or Autumn. His target was Cloudhawk. Attacking the other two had been a ploy to force Cloudhawk to show his hand. He must have seen something in Cloudhawk to recognize him as the main threat and, as such, made him the focus of his weapon.

At peak condition, Cloudhawk might have struggled to avoid the blow, and he currently hadn’t an ounce of mental ability left. The sword streaked through the sky faster than a bullet. It ripped through his demon hunter armor. Green fire danced along the edges of the wound it left behind.

Autumn screamed. The priest laughed. One down.

The wound was not deadly, but it didn’t have to be. Castigation fire sealed his victim’s fate. The middle-aged man paid Cloudhawk no more mind than he would a corpse and prepared to turn his ire upon the remaining two. As he did, an angry roar came from behind as an armored, tortoise-like monster came charging his way. It was one of the monsters rising from the depths of the lake.

His flaming sword lashed out! However, the beast’s shell was too hard, and the sword couldn’t pierce its defenses.

However, the shallow gash left behind glowed an ominous green. The Castigation fire remaining on the blade after piercing Cloudhawk was weak but not gone. It was still enough to claim the mutant creature’s life. Those fires grew and spread until they encased the unfortunate beast entirely.

The priest cheered in triumph. The power of his master was unassailable! Not only was he able to wield such incredible power, but he was also able to turn it against his foes to great effect. In time, as he learned to master it, who could contend against him? This was why he left the Elysian lands: he not only shared the Crimson One’s faith, but he also had unwavering conviction in the Crimson One himself.

Even Arcturus Cloude could not stand against his illustrious leader! It was his master who should hold the title of greatest demon hunter!

Blood surged through the cleric’s veins as he inwardly reaffirmed his master’s ideals. What did it matter if he had to sacrifice Elysian ideals of honor in the face of such an exalted mission? They were the people chosen to usher in a new future for the world. It was a triumph for which they would forever be lauded as heroes!

Who were these fools to stand in the way of the master? They deserved death!

He raised his sword, ready to claim another life for the cause. Its gleam was reflected in Autumn’s wide eyes.

The priest had once been a crack demon hunter, and it showed in his assault. With incredible speed, he’d cut down Cloudhawk, slain the mutant creature, and was now turning on Autumn, all done in the blink of an eye. The unarmed girl was powerless before such a warrior.

Sword raised high, the priest shouted. And in that instant, his chest caved in.

A tremendous force had caught him straight on and sent him flailing through the air. His eyes were wide in disbelief, for the one who hit him was the young man he was sure had died. Somehow, he was alive and, beyond that, was capable of fighting back. Cloudhawk had sent him flying with a bone-crunching kick.

Autumn was stunned and confused.

Cloudhawk reacted to the deadly blow by getting stronger. The injury he sustained still burned, but the fires died even as she watched. Autumn could see that the wound was deep, but even that was quickly stitching back together. The Warden didn’t seem pained at all – on the contrary, he looked almost invigorated!

In his wildest dreams, the priest would never have believed it. He could not have known that the fires had actually helped fight off more of the Trespasser virus that was assailing him. Thus cleansed, he was actually ready to go a few more rounds. In one smooth motion, Cloudhawk kicked up a discarded sword from the ground and charged. Spearhead! Before the priest could react, Cloudhawk’s weapon was buried halfway through his chest.

Just in time. A suffocating weakness returned to sap the Warden of his sudden boost in strength.

Cloudhawk hadn’t truly recovered. Trespasser was still eating away at his body, stealing his ability to fight. Monsters were closing in, which made their pitched battle that much more complicated. However, it also meant more trouble for Ravenous Tiger and his people. After all, there were many more of them than there were in Cloudhawk’s small party.

Brier took a long look at the young man who’d twice saved their lives. He was an enigma from the inside out. What other secrets was he hiding?

Cloudhawk turned, thinking their opportunity to run had arrived when his way was suddenly blocked by a flash of red.

His entire body was drowned in green fire. Even his eyes were burned by it. Like a demon clawing its way from the depths of hell, he flung burning arms every which way to try and extinguish them. Two more orbs of fire struck a pair of Brier’s suicide soldiers and instantly dissolved them to nothing. Residual fire slithered from the ash left behind, searching for a new target – the old drunk.

“Son of a bitch!”

Cloudhawk didn’t think the old fiend would get here so fast! Now that the Crimson One was here, escape would be impossible.


51 / Shepherd's Embrace


The old man nimbly jumped out of the way, and a moment later, the tongues of flame struck the ground with surprising force. Streaks of it branched out, and anyone contaminated by the fires was instantly burned up. The victims were instantly doomed and could only howl in unimaginable pain as they died.

“Get out of here!”

The old man was like a scalded dog, yelping as he clambered and scurried from the fires. It would be embarrassingly awkward if not for their predicament.

The Crimson One’s powers were unfathomable. The Castigation fires at his command killed everything it touched.

Cloudhawk was the rare exception. Though not immune, he was somehow able to withstand what would outright slay any other man. However, he was quickly reaching his limit. No strength was left in him to withstand a second attack from the Crimson One.

Yet, the fates were blind and piled tragedy upon tragedy as monsters continued to clamber out from the lake below. The flute’s call had driven them mad, and those that weren’t attacking humans on land were warring with one another in the water. 

“Where the hell are we supposed to go?” Cloudhawk angrily shouted back at the old man. All the blame for this mess could be placed firmly at this wrinkly asshole’s feet.

At this point, if they tried to jump into the lake and grab sandsharks, they might as well be called bait.

The Crimson One waved his right arm toward a suicide soldier who’d managed to get close. With seemingly little effort, a bout of flame emerged and immediately swallowed his attacker in a ball of flame. A cloud of ash swirled around him.

He wasn’t done.

Pressing his hand forward, he dragged the wretched fires through the remains of the soldiers and along the ground, cutting off any escape for the outlaws. An arc-shaped wall arose to pen them in.

The churning waters of the lake lay behind them, and green fire burned all around. Death awaited in every direction. Another set of jagged claws appeared on the water’s surface, clawing from the depths. The Crimson One watched, face stark against the sickly flames. He didn’t need to do anything. The beasts would eventually do the work for him.

Now that their quarry had been driven into a corner, Ravenous Tiger felt a sense of relief. The taste of vengeance was so sweet that it was almost cloying. He knew who the old man was, but what of his compatriots? How did they get roped into this suicide mission? Their actions had turned his paradise into a war zone!

And… that girl. Was that his flute in her hand? Was that what had driven all the animals mad? It seemed the flute was a far more worthy treasure than he thought, but how did she get her hands on it!? 

Ravenous Tiger’s eyes turned to Cloudhawk. He’d seen the young man appear from nowhere and slip through walls. He would be the one who was capable of stealing into his vault. “Killing them quickly would be too good for these bastards! I want them cut into a thousand pieces. Then maybe I’ll let them die.”

The Crimson One paid his fat subordinate no mind, nor was he in a hurry to kill the culprits. His gaze stopped as it reached Autumn. “You must be from Woodland Vale. Killing you would be a great shame. Pledge loyalty to me and you will be spared. Of course, my offer does not extend to the old one.”

The Woodland Vale!? Ravenous Tiger looked back at his master with astonishment. Of course, he knew the stories of the Vale’s vast riches.

So, this ragtag crew had people from the Vale? If that were true, their worth was incalculable. Their treasures were so legendary that it made Elysians salivate, much less the starved wastelanders. With the Vale’s resources, they could finally fight back against Skycloud’s tyranny.

Autumn was inexperienced in the ways of the wastes, but she was not stupid. There was no way she would believe a word that came from this self-righteous monster. His offer to free them from death was just a ploy to learn about her homeland. Should Autumn or Brier fall for his lies, they would be slain the instant they were no longer useful.

Even in death, she was determined to protect her people! She had long known this would be a possibility.

Although his prey didn’t speak, the Crimson One could see the answer in their eyes. The refusal didn’t upset him, for he still had other methods at his disposal. He motioned at Ravenous Tiger, a signal for him to surround the small party and take them alive for questioning.

Cloudhawk’s face darkened at the prospect. He was getting really tired of this shit.

The Crimson One was not to be trifled with, and the Warden was exhausted. He couldn’t use the phase stone to save them no matter how desperate their situation had become. Even if he could, it didn’t matter at this distance. Using the phase stone to traverse space took time – time enough for the Crimson One to destroy them a hundred times over.

What to do? For the moment, Cloudhawk was at a loss. Perhaps he could fake a surrender and then book it. Then, he’d return when he had a plan to save Autumn?

Normally, that would be a solid plan, but his condition was unstable and rapidly deteriorating. He could hardly be sure he’d be able to walk out of here, and the Crimson One was a crafty old fuck. Would his ruse even convince the old man? What he really wanted was the Vale’s treasure. There was no guarantee he wouldn’t kill Cloudhawk the minute he learned he was a wastelander.

He was furious. “You asshole drunk! I couldn’t give a shit if you want to die, but you just had to drag us into it!”

“A little late for gripes now, don’t you think?” The old man cast him a dismissive glance. He dropped into a combat pose, ready to defend himself from the Borough’s forces. “All we can do is fight to the death!”

Autumn’s heart sank. It had been an ordeal just to get the flute, and they now faced death because she could not use it. She couldn’t accept it. Her whole tribe was waiting for her to return with their salvation. The old, the infirm, the children – they faced death while desperately hoping for her to come back with the artifact.

Was this to be their end? Dying here? 

Ravenous Tiger shouted the order, “Grab them!”

A hundred soldiers gathered round as the Crimson One’s wall of flame slowly died away.

Autumn watched them come. She gripped the flute tightly, her face crestfallen. They were all dead anyway. She couldn’t let them take her alive. Who knew what sort of torture was in store for her if they got their hands on her.

She also couldn’t let the gift of their goddess be lost to outsiders – a toy for them to defile. She’d done her best, but there was no other choice. If she couldn’t bring the flute back to her people, she would at least choose how she would die.

“I will not let you succeed!”

Autumn ran headlong towards the wall of fire.

Cloudhawk was caught off guard by her sudden suicidal charge. Her actions were completely out of character for the meek, cowardly girl he’d traveled with up to now. He wouldn’t have believed she had it in her.

She was meek, but a sense of duty and faith turned even the most cowardly person into a hero.

Autumn was willing to sacrifice everything for the safety of the Vale. If that meant dying, then she did so gladly. Yet, before the fires could take her, a figure swept in to stop her. She tumbled backward into Cloudhawk’s waiting arms.

“You’re not dying first even if you want to.” Brier had been the one to drag her away from the fires, flinging her back towards her Warden. He looked pointedly at the demon hunter. “Young man, I leave the tribe leader’s safety to you.”

Cloudhawk was slow to react. What was he planning? Why was he putting her safety on him all of a sudden?

He was just a normal doctor, wasn’t he? What crazy idea had gotten into his head!

Brier stepped forward to the border of the wall of fire. Its sickly hue painted his face as he looked down upon the corpses of his people. There was no fear and no anger in his eyes. In their depths, there was only a steel resolve. With his jaw set, he stepped forward.

What the hell is he doing?

The same thought passed through everyone’s mind at the same moment. As Brier embraced the flames, he fished out a small green pellet from his robes and stuffed it in his mouth.

Autumn seemed to snap back to reality. Her face was white as a sheet. “Shepherd’s Embrace?!”

Brier body shimmered with green light, and what followed was nothing short of extraordinary. The doctor became a conduit of life as verdant branches and slithering vines burst from his body. Like a host of pythons, they whipped and wrapped, reaching through the fires to the corpses beyond. Upon touching them, that radiant green light was conveyed to the bodies, making them glow as well.

Vines grew forth from them as well, so fast that they filled the area before anyone knew what was happening. Vines as thick as tree trunks knit together and rose high overhead to separate Cloudhawk and the others from their pursuers.

Ravenous Tiger had never seen anything like that before. “What is this? Some sort of relic?”

“It is of similar function, but no – not a relic.” The Crimson One watched with brows furrowed. “It appears the people of the Vale are capable of many mysterious things.”

His observations were punctuated by a wave, and a ball of green fire assailed the vines. However, this flora was not of the common sort. Even Castigation fire struggled to quickly burn through them. A defense like this was comparable to the mightiest defensive artifacts. Its price was flesh and blood.

Brier sacrificed his life so that the incredible power of Shepherd’s Embrace could give Autumn a chance. 

This phenomenon was unique to the people of the Vale and came at a terrible price. The power was conveyed through the seed of a sacred tree, which empowered the defender with holy power. Years of introspection, training, and faith were needed so that the sacrifice could be made when it was needed. The process caused more pain than what any normal person could bear. One’s body became the soil from which Shepherd’s Embrace emerged. 

Like the men he’d trained for years who valiantly gave their lives to get him this far, Brier took the mantle of suicide soldier upon his own shoulders. Had this been his plan? Had he always been prepared to act as a sacrifice?

How was this selfless act the deed of a despicable traitor? 

Autumn stared at the living wall with wide eyes. She saw the root of them, the broken body from which they extended. Only the chest and head of the man who had been Brier was left. The vines wrapped all around them in one final, protective embrace.

Tears gathered in Autumn’s eyes. “Why did you do this? Why didn’t you just explain?”

“There was no time. Don’t mourn me. You must continue to live. The tribe needs you.” Blood poured from Brier’s mouth. He fought for every breath. “Know that your father’s death was not as you have been told. I… took the flute… to protect you. Beware… the grand elder!”

The words choked through his throat with a final breath before Brier became one with the vines.

Green… such a beautiful shade of green.

Just like the woman in his dreams.

Autumn stared at the remains of this tight-lipped man. Her face wet with tears, she slowly lifted the flute to her lips once again. This time she was of singular focus, all of her heart and soul centered on the object of her people’s salvation. She felt it resonating as if it was speaking to her.

As the final moments of life fled from Brier’s body, he heard it, a spectacular tone unlike any other. It transcended mere sound and was sung directly in the heart. His lips curled into a smile. It was time for his story to end. His only regret was that he wouldn’t get to watch her grow into the magnificent women he knew she would become. 

You have a long road yet, my girl. Tread it well.


52 / Autumn vs. the Crimson One


None of the unfortunate citizens of Fishmonger’s Borough knew what was happening. Clouds of carnivorous birds and other wastelander monsters had shattered the peace they’d known in the belly of the mountain. These creatures destroyed everything they came close to, be it flesh, wood, or stone.

Meanwhile, the mad cries of even their domesticated animals were deafening.

This magnificent city, protected by sea and storm, had descended into chaos without warning. People desperately barricaded themselves wherever they could in the hopes that this madness would pass and spare them.

Amidst all of this, the Shepherd’s flute sounded once again.

It did not travel in a wave as normal sound did. It was deeper, like a call from the depths of the soul. It rang in the minds of all, as clear as though it came from right beside them despite the tumult. 

It was absolutely terrifying.

The disaster they faced now had come from the first such sound only minutes ago. Somehow, it had drawn the bloodthirsty birds into town and drove all the animals to madness. Never had these poor souls ever seen such destruction.

Now, the ominous sound returned. What fresh terrors would it bring with it?

However, the clear-headed listener might find that there was something different in the call of the flute this time. Its original call had been thunderous, stretching a thousand meters all around for but a moment. This time, it was much softer. It extended less than half that of the first, yet its gentle call was persistent. In contrast to the dissonance before, the sound pacified the racing hearts of all who heard.

It went from loud and boisterous to gentle and melodious, like the sharp attempts of a novice beside the works of a master. Mind and spirit blended into one as the flute’s melody continued in a perfect resonance.

From the highest point to the lowest alley, the enraged birds were soothed by the flute’s call. Their thirst for blood and destruction ebbed.

Then.

As citizens peeked out from behind doors and walls, they witnessed something they could hardly describe.

All of the birds, bats, eagles, and buzzards… from the largest bird of prey to the smallest insect, all began to converge on a single point as though on command. Arranging themselves into lines, they were nothing like the mindless creatures from moments ago. Now, they were as precise and united as an army.

How could they describe what they were seeing? It was a sign! A miracle!

A plethora of monsters lived in the depths of the river, and though the people could not see what happened beneath the dark waters, they could hear. A series of organized calls answered the sound like soldiers closing ranks. 

All at once, the people forgot their fear as it was replaced by wonder. They were spellbound.

Could it be that these vicious, mutant creatures of the wild were cowed by the power of a flute?

Boom-boom-boom-boom!

A series of bone-jarring explosions rose from the Borough’s lower level. A few of the more curious spectators were knocked back by the force.

At some point, the banks of the lake had become overgrown with a wall of vines. They were long and embracing like a man with his arms outstretched. From the middle level, it was hard to make out much detail, but it was clear that a large number of soldiers had gathered on one side of the wall. On the other side was a writhing mass of aquatic monsters.

Boom-boom-boom-boom!

Another series of deafening blasts rocked the mountain.

Orbs of green fire pummeled the vines like cannonballs until they tore open a hole. Its miserable green light was like the flames of hell here to scour the world clean.

The city’s soldiers raised their weapons and fired wildly into the breach. Bullets and arrows descended like an iron rain, bearing down on their quarry with the weight of mountains. Roaring explosions gave voice to their terrible assault against the darkness, punctuated by the snap of gunfire.

However, creatures of the wastelands were hardy and terrifying. Bullets pierced their flesh, and they bristled with dozens of arrows, yet they kept coming. Rockets belched fire and shrapnel, but the monsters charged forward regardless. It would be a mistake to assume that this was a typical stampede, for the flute’s song was still ringing in their minds. This was a methodical invasion.

Mutant creatures were frightening on their own. Beasts from the depths of the lake were often the subjects of nightmares. How much more horrible were they, then, now that they answered commands!?

These weren’t just monsters. It was a hellish army!

Dozens of leviathan-like monsters sprayed the soldiers with toxic green sludge. They responded with hideous, agonizing cries as the acid ate through leather, skin, and bone.

Another group of creatures that resembled enormous frogs followed, their mouths engorged to unsettling proportions. They belched torrents of water with enough force to shatter bone. Soldiers who took the brunt of their deluge were pulverized.

They were followed by a number of web-footed beasts covered in scales that were as thick as steel plate. With guttural roars, they threw themselves through the breach and the leaping green fires beyond. Immediately, they were engulfed in Castigation fire. With shrill cries, they ran wildly through the crowds.

Like a torch through a field of dry grass, the beasts left a wake of fire behind them. The briefest touch and the fires spread to another victim. Soldiers rolled on the ground and slapped at their bubbling flesh, all to no avail. The hungry flames would not be extinguished once their hunger was piqued. Death was the only release. 

By the time the scaled creatures had burned up, they’d taken a hundred or more soldiers with them. The wall of fire had weakened after being spread through their ranks, and even more creatures had started charging the line. Still, although the Borough’s forces had suffered serious losses, there were more soldiers filing in all the time. Their numbers grew even as the beasts and fires consumed their brethren.

Bullets and arrows continued to fly. Rockets trailing tails of fire streaked across the city. Death rattles, explosions, roars, all fought in the name of dominance. Fishmonger’s Borough shook from the fury of what had become all-out war!

The strength and ferocity of the mutant creatures gave them an innate advantage. Between their intensity and organization, they easily overcame the guards’ hastily mounted defense. As soldiers fell in droves, Fishmonger’s Borough became a field of corpses.

However, as the humans were being beaten back, they were bolstered by a swell of inscrutable power.

A figure clad all in red stood in the midst of the battle with his body wreathed in green fire. Before terrified eyes, he lifted into the air, erupting in flames and becoming an enormous raging orb seconds later.

The light of it reached every corner of Fishmonger’s Borough. Its terrible brilliance grew more intense as the orb swelled until it was like hell’s own sun above the marketplace.

And yet, for all its blinding radiance, there was no heat. On the contrary, its presence filled every soul with a deep, intractable chill. It was the antithesis of the warm, life-giving sun – instead, it was an emblem of death and despair. The tremendous power contained within it was enough to raze this entire mountain to the ground.

Horrific didn’t begin to do it justice. It was destruction incarnate. No living thing could withstand the oblivion the Crimson One delivered.

Yet, as the holy man reined in his power, the flute’s call grew shrill. The horde of flying monsters dove from above, gathering into a spearhead of razor-sharp claws, a dark and lethal cloud. Before the Crimson One’s unholy green sun was complete, they crashed into it like moths drawn to a flame. 

After they crashed into the fires, the orb became unstable. Streaking licks of fire shot out and descended unto the battlefield below like a meteor shower. Blood-curdling shouts of man and beast rose to the heavens as they were bathed in flame.

It took only an instant for hundreds of lives to be snuffed out.

The rain of fire continued to descend as figures infected with the green death ran wildly through the crowds. It spread madly among the hapless fighters in a cruel and sickening scene – a vision of hell on earth.

One of the birds streaked across the sky with its wings ablaze. It crashed into the market like a missile.

“Ahhh!”

“Help me! HELP ME!”

Their cries joined the dying soldiers and mutant beasts.

Tongues of fire dripped from the firebird as it dissolved in midair. They fell onto the citizens below, setting them ablaze. They, in turn, ran wildly among the stalls and sought succor but found none. Instead, they spread their cruel fate to friends and colleagues. 

Fires continued to tumble from the Crimson One above. Fishmonger’s Borough had been consumed by utter turmoil.

“Castigation!”

“It’s Castigation fire!”

“It’s everywhere! Fishmonger’s Borough is done for!”

Those lucky enough to witness the tragedy from afar wailed in despair.

Castigation fire was the tool of the Adjudicator, his holy retribution against sinners. Was this calamity sent by the gods on high to cleanse the wastelander city of blasphemers? The virulence of Castigation fire was well known. With so much in the mountain below, it would claim thousands if not tens of thousands of lives before it burned out.

Even the soldiers had never seen destruction on this scale before, to say nothing of the citizens caught in the crossfire. Courage fled from the guards as they witnessed friend and foe alive burned to ash. Weapons were flung away amidst desperate attempts to flee while flaming monsters continued to rampage through their ranks. Without order or direction, casualties rose ever higher.

All the while, the Shepherd’s Call kept sounding.

No matter how piteous the wails, how loud the shrieks, how shrill the roars, nothing could drown out the flute’s singular note.

It was always there in the background, a soundtrack to the carnage playing out all around. Its beautiful, unending tone rang in every mind – a sharp contrast to the ugliness it caused. These were the final moments of Fishmonger’s Borough. What had been called one of the northern barren’s safest bastions of humanity was now naught but bone and ash.


53 / A Successful Getaway


“How the fuck is she controlling these animals?!” Ravenous Tiger watched helplessly as the army he labored to raise was viciously destroyed. His eyes were bloodshot, and his whole body shook from the rage in his voice. “What kind of demon relic is this?!”

The Crimson One eventually returned to the ground after his orb of Castigation fire had razed most of the Borough’s lower level. His mood was no better than the governor’s.

He’d held nothing back in his latest attempt, but the flock of birds that threw themselves at him ate away at the fires until there was nothing left. He was not spared from injury himself. The Crimson One was a man of supreme arrogance. None – outside of the highest levels of Elysian hierarchy – gave him pause.

So what had happened? He’d been foiled by a little girl and her flute!

The Shepherd’s Call: A power the ancient gods had used in their infernal war of old. Not long before becoming a rebel deity and falling from grace, the Shepherd Goddess had gifted this artifact to her people. Here, it reemerged, more incredible than even the legends suggested with a power that rivaled Castigation fire. Few relics of this quality existed in the Elysian lands – it was rare even among the gods and demons themselves. The Shepherd’s flute counted itself among a class of artifacts that wielded unfathomable potency.

Of course, the more incredible the tool, the stricter its limitations were. Not just anyone could resonate with the flute. Autumn bore the blessing of her fallen goddess and manifested the talent needed for the flute to answer her will. If the sheer number of beasts she commanded was any indication, she had been born with a psychic capacity to rival veteran demon hunters!

However, Autumn’s situation was unique. She couldn’t use even the most ordinary of relics, such as an exorcist rod. Physically, she was no different from any other woman. Yet, with this artifact in hand, she wielded staggering power.

Luck was also an undeniable factor.

In many places, even with the flute’s power, she wouldn’t be able to call on the aid of so many animals. Due to the unique placement of Fishmonger’s Borough in the desert and next to its lake, the city was a gathering place for all beasts of the desert in search of comfort.

The power of Shepherd’s Call allowed Autumn to control creatures of low intelligence. Through a variety of circumstances and coincidences, she was able to manifest terrifying authority on this battlefield.

Because of her, Fishmonger’s Borough was gripped in fear and chaos!

Castigation indiscriminately devoured man and beast as it swept across the city. Even the buildings melted in the face of the green terror. As the flames spread like a prairie fire, the bustling city of Fishmonger’s Borough was reduced to ash.

Ravenous Tiger looked over the ruins of his kingdom with dull, disbelieving eyes. Buildings collapsed. People ran for their lives. Screams filled the air. He was forced to watch as these streets and buildings, the fruits of his sweat and blood, were consigned to oblivion.

“M-master! Please stop these fires! They’re going to destroy the whole city!”

Castigation fire was a relic whose power corresponded with the psychic power of its invoker. The Crimson One had to be able to dispel it at will.

Every second his city was in flames was a stab to the chest. He couldn’t return to the Elysian lands. This place was everything to him. If Fishmonger’s Borough burned to the ground, he would be nothing but a ghost wandering the barrens.

Yet, the Crimson One did not intend to give in. His hands shot up, and the fires responded by swirling together into dual pillars. Dragons of green flame writhed through the battlefield, turning every living thing it passed into blackened husks.

The Crimson One rose again into the air, crosier held aloft. His attention fixed on three figures amid the sea of flame.

He did not hesitate. As the fiery dragons coiled around him, the cardinal reeled back and let his staff fly. Screaming through the air, his ornate staff multiplied into hundreds of copies, ripping through all three figures before embedding themselves in the ground behind. Nothing could survive such a barrage.

However, something was wrong! The silhouettes didn’t react at all, even when the staves ran them through.

The Crimson One soared over the fires, robes flapping, like a being of the immortal realms. All hundred duplicates of his crosier were gone, leaving the one true staff jutting up from the ground. Holes and cavities peppered the ground, even beneath the feet of the three – entirely unharmed – fugitives.

Illusions?!

He’d been tricked. By the time he realized it and lifted his head, a group of sandsharks was already making their escape. The Crimson One narrowed his eyes as they slipped into the darkness of the tunnel leading out of Fishmonger’s Borough. Escaped – they’d slipped out of his reach. Chasing after them was not an option, for trying to ride a sandshark now would be asking for death.

Finally, the raging Castigation fires began to abate. Shepherd’s Call diminished and then grew silent, and the lakes monsters returned to their watery home. The war that had embroiled Fishmonger’s Borough ended as quickly as it had begun.

Ravenous Tiger staggered through the aftermath. Over a thousand men, dead. His army in shambles. Wherever the Crimson One’s fires had burned, there was nothing left but devastation. He had become the governor of ashes. 

This was the power of the Crimson One. The fires at his command could level entire cities.

As bitterness gripped his heart, Ravenous Tiger asked himself if aligning himself with such a beast was the right decision. But, could he run now? He was a goat looking for a way to escape a hungry tiger. He didn’t have even of a fraction of the power his master commanded. He was uncomfortably aware that this goat could be sacrificed at a whim.

The red-robed cleric slowly walked back to Ravenous Tiger’s side. He was a clever man and could see the bitterness and uncertainty in the beleaguered governor’s eyes. “Do not be disheartened by what has become of Fishmonger’s Borough. A great cache of resources has been revealed. We need only take it for ourselves. You will be given lordship over the Woodland Vale, a place even more defendable than your mountain and wealth a hundred- - no, a thousand-fold greater. You should understand the value.”

The Crimson One knew how to entice men’s hearts. A promise such as this would be enough to buy the zeal of many greedy men.

Ravenous Tiger answered with a sad smile. Six years of his heart’s blood had been spent here. Now, it was gone, and to the man in red, it was written off like collateral damage. But, how could he cast away something he’d strove so hard to build? What could buy back the loss of his home? Ravenous Tiger knew he was an insignificant cog in the Crimson One’s machine. He was merely a pawn, and a pawn was destined to go where the hand willed. However, when a pawn stopped being useful or did not know its place, then it would be sacrificed.

“You have half a day to gather a search party.” The Crimson One was no fool. He knew this was a serious blow to the governor’s loyalty, but it didn’t matter. His only concern was gaining access to the Woodland Vale. “I trust you have come to understand what it means to disobey me.”

“Yes.”

With his fists clenched, Ravenous Tiger left to make preparations. The Crimson One did not see the harsh, cold light that flashed in the governor’s eyes once his back was turned.

Likewise, a callous grin stretched across the cardinal’s face. He added, “Also, spread word that there is a hundred thousand gold reward for their capture, a handsome reward for anyone who can bring them to me alive. Send out the word by bird – I want the whole wastelands to know the price on their heads before they reach the other end of the quicksand sea.”

A hundred thousand?! Ravenous Tiger fought the urge to vomit. That was his entire fortune, years of effort!

It didn’t matter, not according to the clergyman’s logic. What did the riches of Fishmonger’s Borough matter? Only the Vale was important! Everything they spent would be returned in spades once the valley was theirs.

Ravenous Tiger was forced to comply. Throw a bone and he had to chase it with only a scrap of meat as his reward. Was he no better than a dog? He was acutely aware that he could not scheme like the old priest, but there were other ways to get the upper hand. When the gap between abilities was this large, the advantage fell to the one who made the first move.

So long as Ravenous Tiger remained useful, the Crimson One would have no reason to discard him. If, however, he chose this moment to rebel, then he would be destroyed where he stood.

Wait. Wait for when the time was right. Then, things will change.

[image: ]


The scorching sun blasted endless kilometers of yellow desert. Three weary sandsharks carried three exhausted passengers to the far shores of the quicksand sea.

The old drunk leaped off his mount and craned his neck to look at the sky. He patted the sand from his clothes. His lips stretched back to reveal rows of rotten yellow teeth. “Heh, I didn’t think I’d live to find my way back out of that place. Must be fate.”

“If I could move, I’d shove my staff right up your-”

A pained yelp cut off the unfriendly statement. The pain medication had worn off, and a blinding pain wracked Cloudhawk’s body. It wasn’t as bad as it was before, but it was still hard for him to bear. The Warden could hardly move.

The plan hadn’t been a complicated one. It should have been easy for Cloudhawk to help Autumn get her damn relic, learn a little about Ravenous Tiger and that red-robed fuck, and then deliver the information to General Polaris.

Except this suicidal old fuckwit had ruined the whole damn thing. It was all his fault Cloudhawk was mutating! An old man wishing to die was still alive, and the young man desperate to live was left hung out to dry.

The old drunk acted like he hadn’t heard Cloudhawk’s griping. He chuckled and commented on the weather. “Well, after a good scuffle and a lot of travel, my mouth is pretty dry. I don’t know about you two. Let’s find a place to throw a few back, eh?”

“Is that all you think about? You can drink my piss, you asshole!” Cloudhawk was in rare form. “Can’t you see I’m dying over here?! You need to get me back to the Sandbar right away!”

A dirt-caked finger picked at earwax as the old man went on. “I know. You’ve been whining like a little bitch the moment we left, but the person who really saved our asses hasn’t said a word.”

Even Cloudhawk had to look at Autumn with new eyes. For the whole trip, he’d treated her as a burden, weak and ineffectual. She proved she was a lot stronger than he gave her credit for. It was she who had protected them from the Crimson One and his evil fire. But, ever since leaving with the flute, she’d sat there like a rock. The relic hadn’t stolen her wits, had it?

“I killed so many people...” she muttered.

Cloudhawk almost breathed a sigh of relief after hearing her speak. “Let it go. It was them or us. It’s not like they’re gonna haunt you. Anyway, most of them were killed by that asshole in the red dress. If their spirits are gonna go after anybody, it’ll be him first. Far as I believe, they’ll want to make sure he gets a taste of his own medicine and burns to death.”

Autumn glared at him. Did this scoundrel not feel an ounce of guilt?

Autumn didn’t know how many people died, but it had to be in the thousands. A thousand lives cut short, many of them innocents. It was more than the gentle-natured Autumn knew how to bear.

She’d had no choice. The Crimson One was too strong.

“Now, I gotta warn you. That monster isn’t going to let us go easy. I bet he was making plans to hunt us down the second we jumped on those sandsharks. If we run into him again, do you have a plan?”

Fear gripped the young girl’s heart. The wastelands were rife with creatures, but the most she could gather within a thousand-meter radius were a hundred at best. If they were forced to defend themselves out here, the flute wasn’t going to save them.

The old drunk was starting to itch from the withdrawals. “Let’s go! Come on!”


54 / An Encounter in the Snow


The sandsharks had taken an unfamiliar route from Fishmonger’s Borough, so the three fugitives couldn’t return to Bonobo’s hotel. They hadn’t the slightest idea where they were. All they could do was blindly walk forward out into the vast wilderness and hope to stumble on a settlement.

Several days passed. They never met a soul.

Desolation stretched as far as the eye could see with no signs of life or a drop of water for kilometers all around. Cloudhawk had enough food and water available through the phase stone for them to avoid starvation, but it was only prolonging what seemed to be an inevitable, slow roasting out here in the sands. Hard as it was for Autumn and the old man, Cloudhawk found it difficult to put one foot in front of the other. He’d hardly slept a wink.

It was the fourth day.

Cloudhawk had managed to get a few good hours of sleep and woke up feeling better. The pain was still there, but it’d eased enough that he could handle it. Of course, that wasn’t necessarily a good thing. It probably meant Trespasser had completed the first stages of mutation, so his symptoms were less noticeable.

Cloudhawk’s night vision was fairly keen. He could peer out into the surrounding darkness without a problem. It was almost pitch black. There were no stars or moon overhead, no light. However, he could still see the wastelands as clear as day. He could even see a few glittering snowflakes as they tumbled through the sky.

No wonder it was so cold, he thought. It was snowing.

It only rained a handful of times out in the wastelands, and snow was even more uncommon. Cloudhawk could count the times he’d seen it on one hand. Laying out here in the dark, he could see every flake. It wasn’t something he could do before. It seemed the mutations were starting to manifest.

He couldn’t drag this out for much longer. He needed to find the Dark Atom.

They were the largest Seeker organization out there with the most remarkable scientists in all the wastelands. Cloudhawk’s illness was genetic in nature, so he knew there wasn’t anything in the Elysian lands that could help him. The Dark Atom was the only group that could have an answer, he was sure of it. However, their headquarters was one of the greatest kept secrets in the world. If he even wanted a chance at finding it, the Sandbar was where to start. Adder claimed to know.

But, how far away were they from the border town? How far away was Sandbar Outpost from the Dark Atom headquarters?

If it took him too long to find them, he was afraid it might be too late to reverse the process even if he got there. The Trespasser virus in Roste’s body had been relatively weak, but it’d turned the old man into a monster. What would the more potent strain in Cloudhawk do to him?

Autumn saw that he was awake. “Don’t lay there like you’re dead. You don’t look so bad. We should keep moving.”

Cloudhawk chuckled darkly. He reached his hands back behind his head to form a headrest. “You in a hurry? Are you worried about me?”

“Like hell. I’m eager for you to die, actually. I’m worried we’re being followed.”

Autumn’s teeth audibly ground in anger. He wasn’t taking their situation seriously at all.

She saw that he was struggling, and while she would never let it show, she was concerned for him. Autumn didn’t understand why she cared at all for this bastard, but it was true that he played an important part in her success so far. She didn’t want to watch him suffer and die if she could help it.

They had to get back as soon as possible. 

Cloudhawk was preparing a few teasing words when the twitter of a bird came from the darkness. Oddball came back to their small crew with its wings beating furiously. Cloudhawk’s coy phrases were replaced with surprise. “The little guy found a settlement! Cut the shit, let’s get moving!”

By dawn, they could see the outpost dimly on the horizon.

“Finally, alcohol!” After four days without a drink, the old man was starting to lose his mind. “I hope whatever they got tastes halfway decent.”

Cloudhawk, walking at his side, rolled his eyes so hard that they threatened to pop out of his skull. They could make their wine out of horse piss, and he’d still drink it.

When they arrived, the old fiend heartlessly abandoned them for the nearest watering hole. Autumn hastened to ask the first person they saw for directions and discovered that they were a four-to-five-day walk from the borders of Skycloud domain. They’d completely missed the Dust Bowl Hotel but were still in the northern barrens.

“Now that we know the way, we shouldn’t waste any time.” Autumn still held onto the flute with her frail hands. She never let it out of her sight. There was no question that the girl was exhausted, but she had no intention of staying in this settlement. “We should get a couple of vehicles and head back to Sandbar Outpost.”

She looked at Cloudhawk and quickly made her case. “We’re still pretty close to Fishmonger’s Borough. After barely managing to escape, we don’t want to be caught again. The Sandbar is out in the borderlands, and I doubt Ravenous Tiger and his people would dare cause trouble so close to the Elysian border.”

Cloudhawk took a rare break from ridiculing her and sighed instead. “I think we’re in trouble.”

She paused, unsure of what he meant. “What’s the matter?”

A snowflake about the size of a fingernail floated in the air between them. Cloudhawk reached out and grabbed it, and the snowflake quickly melted in his grip. “A rare snow day. Perfect weather for killing,” Cloudhawk muttered to himself.

Autumn saw what he meant.

There was something odd about the atmosphere in town. It was unsettlingly quiet. Although there were a number of people out and about, no one spoke to each other. In fact, it seemed everyone’s attention was on them. Hard eyes followed them, filled with dark intentions and a covetous shine.

Whack! The bar’s door was flung open. A group of five men tumbled out and smacked into the adjoining house.

The old cripple stumbled out after them, followed by a small avalanche of empty wine bottles. He polished off the one in his hand and punctuated it with a burp of satisfaction. He chuckled. “You sorry sacks o’ shit think you can grab us?”

Seeing their plan betrayed, someone in the crowds shouted, “Now! Surround them!”

A hundred people appeared suddenly, closing in from every direction. They held knives, guns, bows, and whatever other items they could use as weapons. The murderous intent pouring off of them had reached a fever pitch.

While Cloudhawk and the others had fled Fishmonger’s Borough, Ravenous Tiger had done what he was instructed to do and sent out their bounty. Dozens of letters were sent all throughout the wastelands, stating that the Sanctum of Judgment and Fishmonger’s Borough had issued a joint bounty of one hundred thousand gold coins to anyone who could bring the three fugitives in alive.

One was a young woman in a green dress carrying a flute.

Another was a dark, thin drunkard with a lame leg.

The third was a black-haired young man in leather armor, a grey cloak, and a mask.

They stuck out like sore thumbs. When word of the bounty spread, it sent the wastelands into a tizzy. Hundreds of trackers and hunters gathered in the area for their shot, looking for any sign of their quarry. They could hardly believe their luck when the three escapees waltzed right into town like they didn’t have a care in the world.

They were like sheep sauntering right into the tiger’s den.

Out here, a single Elysian gold coin could buy a man’s life or a beautiful female slave. Ten gold could buy you a crew willing to do all manner of evils. A hundred gold was enough to establish a crew, and a thousand was more wealth than most knew what to do with. These strangers’ lives were worth a hundred times that!

Fishmonger’s Borough was willing to give up a fortune for these criminals to make sure they didn’t get away.

“I don’t know why, but you lot are worth a whole lot of money. There’s no way you’re walkin’ out of here.” A man with a deep voice separated from the crowd. He was a middle-aged fellow with a long leather coat and a cold, craggy face. He moved in a purposeful, yet restrained way – the sort of way an experienced hunter might. “I see a few familiar faces as well. Come on out.”

“Heheheh! I guess I shouldn’t be surprised to find you here, Owl.”

A smaller group pushed their way to the fore from different directions. One was a fierce-looking man with a pair of swords on his back. There was also a dwarf with what could only be described as a hand cannon. Then, there was a woman who absently stroked a python that wound its way around her body. These three appeared to be unique among the other bounty hunters.

In fact, all four were famous out here in the barrens. The mob of hungry thugs that surrounded Cloudhawk was a combination of their crews. They numbered eighty-something in total.

The middle-aged man went on, “The take is more than any one of us can handle solo. I say we tackle this together, split the reward. What do you think?”

“Fine by me!”

The other wastelander leaders agreed with the plan.

With an offer this big for their capture, it was obvious the three fugitives weren’t your typical criminals. All four crews knew it was a risk, but the rewards were too attractive to pass up. Even if they were risking their lives, a hundred thousand gold was worth it.

It would be stupid to fight each other when their prey was enough of a threat. A hundred thousand gold! Even if everyone here got a share, it was enough to set them all up for life.

The dwarf with the hand cannon grinned darkly as he looked over the three targets. He fidgeted, anxious to act. “For years, we’ve wandered the wastelands making a living. There isn’t a ruthless psychopath I haven’t encountered. If you know what’s good for you, you’ll surrender and come quietly. Fishmonger’s Borough might want you alive, but they didn’t say anything about being in one piece.”

As the crowds closed in, sinister promise gleamed in their eyes.

But, before anyone could make a move, the air was pierced by an elegant and frigid voice. “These three are mine. You all can fuck off.”

What? Who would be so bold! The voice had come from a woman.

Dozens of angry glares turned towards the speaker. A woman wrapped in a tattered cloak stood at the gate of the settlement. Her tall, attractive body was covered from head to toe in dust from the road. Her face was hidden beneath a frayed hood, revealing only threads of raven black hair.

She didn’t wait for their irritated responses.

Zzzzzzrrrrmmm!

A sharp hum buzzed in their ears.

Bright light glimmered from the woman’s hand where a sword composed entirely of light rested. The hunters shuffled backward a step. Demon hunter! But, so what if she was? If this were a common bounty, they might back down, but for a hundred thousand gold, they weren’t going to go home – even for a demon hunter.

She didn’t give them much time to consider.

The girl brandished her weapon, the saber of light glowing as bright as a star. A column of light pierced the sky until she brought it crashing down. It cleaved the outpost gates in half and split the earth from one end of the settlement to the other. A number of stone buildings collapsed. The light incinerated everything it touched.

The camp was cut almost in half with one swing of her sword! What terrible power was this?! Even the four notorious hunters stared wide-eyed at the scene.

The dwarf had spoken truly: they had traversed the wastelands for years facing some of the most dangerous targets. Yet, before the woman’s opening display, even they felt powerless. All notions of defying her were burned away by the light of her sword.

The woman cherished words like gold. Her point made, she offered a final suggestion.

“Leave.”

Yeah, a fortune was grand – but you had to be alive to spend it.

From what they witnessed, this woman could level the entire settlement all by herself, so when she told them to fuck off, it was a good idea to listen. The four hunters looked at one another, saw the hopelessness reflected in each other’s eyes, and ultimately chose to withdraw.

With the others gone, the woman slowly approached the escapees. The harsh wastelands winds plucked at her coat, revealing from time to time lily-white flesh beneath that was as delicate as jade. Her hood remained in place, but threads of hair danced in the breeze. Every step seemed to bring with it a stifling pressure and forced many spectators to take shaky steps backward.

Snow drifted down from above, swirling on the dancing winds. She stopped a few feet away.

Cloudhawk looked at her hands, at the gloves that covered them. He saw the cross-shaped necklace and felt that familiar hum. For the first time in a long time, a genuine smile crossed his tired face. [1]

1. The title of this chapter can be read in two ways: “Meeting Enemies in the Snow” and “Meeting Old Friends in the Snow.” Take that as you will.
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Autumn clutched the flute. Fear stole all the color from her face, but she stared daggers at the woman standing before them. Then, she saw what was hiding beneath the hood and forgot herself for a moment. Unless she’d seen it for herself, she wouldn’t have believed there was a woman so pretty in all the world.

The young girl from the Vale felt like a peasant.

Truthfully, Autumn was a beautiful young woman. But, where her beauty bore a sense of innocence and purity, this newcomer was as beautiful as a snow-capped mountain – cold, majestic, and indomitable. Both women were stunning, and while neither could be said to be more beautiful than the other, there was a clear discrepancy in bearing. Autumn was like a forest fairy, a natural phenomenon. She was elegant, frail, like a single lotus floating on a clear forest pond.

The woman standing before her now was ethereal like she was hardly from this world at all. She was faultless, noble, and her presence stole your breath. Hers was the sort of beauty men fought wars over. The ladies made for quite a juxtaposition: Autumn, the rare bird of paradise deep in a mystical forest and this stranger, an edelweiss standing proudly alone on a mountain peak – peering down upon the common flowers of the world but refusing to vie with them.

Beautiful, commanding, powerful. She was young as well, in her early twenties, but nothing about her spoke of immaturity. Her perfect arrogance made her unassailable, a flower that can be appreciated but never plucked. 

Who was she?! Her manner alone showed that she was no ordinary wastelander.

Autumn had begun to tremble and sweat. The mere presence of this rare class of woman was overwhelming.

Yet, this supernatural beauty, when she stood before them, bore no violent intent. Her bright eyes were fixed upon the young man seated on the floor and, for a moment, something flashed through their depths. Her lips slowly curled into a smile.

It was stunning, like watching a glacier melt. Even as a woman, Autumn was immediately enamored.

She was as untouchable as a goddess, but the smile she had for this young man was genuine and affectionate. At last, she raised her hands and pulled the hood down from her face. The sun’s light finally revealed her in full.

Gasps arose from the crowd of settlers who stood watching nearby. It was like witnessing the appearance of an immortal.

Selene Cloude stood over Cloudhawk and looked down at him. Cloudhawk looked back up at her, and the two stayed that way for a time while just smiling. Selene spoke first, her voice calm and warm like she was addressing an old friend. Autumn could hear the fondness in her words. “How are you? Are you hurt?”

“It’s a long story.” Cloudhawk did not show any reservation toward the radiant beauty. He openly gave her the once-over. “Hey, after four years, you’ve only gotten stronger and prettier. Leaving no opportunity for us common folk to catch up, eh? Should I call you the Bloodsoaked Queen or Selene Cloude?”

Selene Cloude? This was Selene Cloude?! The exceptional talent who had forsaken Skycloud domain five years ago!?

The old drunk was visibly struck by the revelation. He’d suspected it was her when he saw the sword of light, but he still found it hard to believe even after hearing it from Cloudhawk’s mouth.

Five years. She’d stunned all of Skycloud back when she was sixteen years old.

Dawn Polaris, Frost de Winter, Atlas, Blaze… none of them were her equal. She was praised as a once-in-a-generation talent, the only person in all of Skycloud’s history with the potential to become a master demon hunter before the age of thirty. In terms of talent, Arcturus himself would not have been her equal back in his day. However, it was at the height of her fame and potential that she vanished into the wastelands. For five years, no one in the Elysian lands had heard any news of what had become of her.

The old man looked her over and fought the surge of emotion that washed over him. He saw in her that same elegant, arrogant bearing he remembered from someone else years ago. He laughed to himself. So young and already, she has your strength of character. There’s no question she’s your daughter.

Cloudhawk was also emotional. Four long years had passed since he’d seen her. He remembered the first time they met back in Blackflag Outpost. She was so full of faith and hatred. He remembered her arrogance, her drive – she was every bit the Bloodsoaked Queen. She was different now, though. She’d changed.

He wondered where her travels had brought her over all this time.

Her beauty, strength, and demeanor had only grown more brilliant since the last time they were together. She seemed less impetuous. That rage which had always bubbled just below the surface was more restrained. There was no question that ten thousand miles through the wastelands and five years of conflict had tempered her. She’d grown a lot, more than she ever would have sheltered back in the Elysian lands. Selene Cloude was definitely a pillar of a woman, more than capable of handling herself in any conflict.

But, there was something missing…

Cloudhawk realized it quickly. Praise for her gods was once every other word out of her mouth. She was a paragon of faith, willing to die in service to her deity. Her disdain for the filth of the wastelands was almost legendary. But now… that stubborn zeal in her eyes was absent. Whatever she’d experienced out here had made her doubt that faith. Or maybe she was strong enough now that she didn’t need it anymore.

Selene Cloude had changed. Cloudhawk also wasn’t the same boy who left.

When Selene knew him, he was only fourteen or fifteen years old. He was short, thin, weak, but was bursting with a fierce instinct for staying alive. The Cloudhawk before her now was around twenty. He’d grown tall, and a proper diet had filled him out. He had to be much stronger than he had been. Somewhere along the way, he’d cast aside his youthful brashness, and she could sense that his bone-deep defiance had diminished. It’d been replaced with a kind of brow-beaten indolence,

one without faith and one without spirit. [1]

A lot had happened to both of them over the years, a steady march of experiences that left their marks. In the end, had they gained more than they lost? Neither had an answer. The paths they’d taken and the scars they left were known only to them.

“Time sure is a fuckin’ butcher’s knife!” Cloudhawk commented wryly.

Selene’s attention turned briefly to the old man. There was more to the vagrant than his looks, she knew, but she didn’t stop to ponder what. He was dressed like any other wastelander, after all. However, there was a sparkle of something in her eyes when she looked at Autumn. “Who are your friends?”

Selene had never met the girl, of course. But, didn’t she recognize the old man? Maybe Cloudhawk’s guess about his identity was wrong.

“Hello, sister, I’m Autumn.” She was calmer now that she knew the woman wasn’t here to harm them. When she saw what Selene had done with one stroke to the settlement’s buildings, her mind had been filled with awful guesses as to what it would do to her own body. But, she swallowed them down and offered envious praise. “You’re incredible! Compared to others I know who just brag all the time, you saved us just when it was needed. You’re a hundred times more reliable!”

Cloudhawk scowled petulantly. What the hell was she doing rubbing his face in the mud?!

The old man eschewed a self-introduction for a yawn and posed a question of his own. “What’s the Cloude family darling doing all the way out here on her lonesome?”

In fact, Cloudhawk was also curious. Was Selene a soothsayer now? How did she know where to be just when the three of them were in trouble?

Her answer was offered placidly. “I am looking for a relic that releases green fire, and I heard there is a church active in the wastelands that claims to have this power. After a few weeks, I learned it was the church’s leader who commanded the fires, but no one knew where he was. News came to me that three people had come into conflict with this man, the Crimson One, out in Fishmonger’s Borough. I came to see what I could discover.”

So, that was it. Clever plan.

Cloudhawk replied with a chuckle, “Heh. Well, you got the right people. That wrinkled ballsack is probably right on our trail. We should join up, deal with him together.”

The old man’s lips curled in a mocking grin. “You think the Crimson One is that easy to defeat? Even with the baby Cloude here, I put our chances at no better than thirty percent.”

Autumn was visibly skeptical of the old man’s dire warning. Were their chances really so low? Had he seen what she did with the light?

Protecting them from the Crimson One had been a fluke, and no one expected Autumn to be able to do it a second time. There was simply too wide a gap between their power. Strong as Selene was, she was still young and largely inexperienced. Only the likes of Arcturus would be able to stand toe-to-toe against the Crimson One and have a chance. 

The drunk was a mysterious one, and Cloudhawk trusted he knew what he was talking about. As much as he wanted to rip that cross-dressing fuck a new asshole, it wasn’t worth dying over. It was wiser to put up with his grievances for now. There was no expiration date on vengeance.

“Forget it. Let’s get out of here!”

Autumn balked at her protector’s lack of spine. Her contempt for him grew.

News of their arrival in the outpost spread fast. It wouldn’t be long before the Crimson One knew precisely where they were. If they didn’t get a move on soon, their situation would only get worse – and quick. The closer they got to the Elysian lands, the better their chances. Strong as the Crimson One and his cronies were, they wouldn’t dare piss off Skycloud. If they stuck close to the border, the Crimson Church would have to keep itself in check, a fact that worked to their benefit.

Avoiding conflict entirely was a tall order. With just the three of them, there was a one-in-ten chance of escaping the Crimson One.

Now that they’d met up with Selene, their chances increased to one in three, a significant improvement. After a brief search of the settlement, they found no cars, but there were beasts they could use as mounts. Wasting no time, the four travelers struck out once again towards the border of the Elysian lands. Their goal was to get as close as possible before the enemy caught up.

1. Really, what a fantastic exchange. Even as translator Cloudhawk’s gruff persona had me fooled. Through the lens of an old friend, it becomes obvious that after years of disappointment, being told what to do and what to believe, Cloudhawk had become jaded. This also puts his relationship with Autumn into a new light. Perhaps he treats her so poorly because he sees that naïveté that life wrung out of him.
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Selene was as strong of body as she was of resolve. She never backed down in the face of a threat!

Even with sour odds, she was more than willing to give her all and fight for victory. Blindly rushing into the wastelands to kill a demon all on her own was proof of her determination. Even a fool knew that only a master demon hunter could face a demon alone, and she was still a novice at the time. She was strong for a novice, yes, but was not nearly capable enough to kill a demon, much less defeat it on its own turf.

Selene had strode off full of grim determination like it was a decision based on logic. It wasn’t. She was a font of emotion. Cloudhawk was surprised, then, that she’d changed so much. The old Selene would have balked after suggesting they flee, but she didn’t protest this time. Unthinkable!

The two briefly shared what they’d been doing for the stretch of time since they were last together.

Cloudhawk learned why Selene was looking for the Crimson One. The Caliph of the Sands was not her father’s killer, contrary to what she believed, but the master of the Crimson Church might have had something to do with his demise. All these years, she’d been searching, hunting, tracking. What a hard life for a young woman to choose.

Things had gone better for Cloudhawk. He had earned a title as demon hunter, officially, and the backing of the Polaris family. If he kept on this trajectory, he had a bright future to look forward to.

Wasn’t that just what she’d hope would come to him?

She kept a straight face as he described what he’d been through. Why would Cloudhawk choose to align himself with the general’s family and not the governor? Her recommendation had been to present himself to Arcturus Cloude. Her uncle’s keen eye for talent and depth of wisdom certainly would have been able to recognize Cloudhawk’s worth. After he came under his tutelage, there was no limit to what the wastelander could accomplish. So, why Skye Polaris?

“You say the general has asked you to look into the Crimson One?”

This piece of information stuck out. She knew who Cloudhawk was and where he came from. He was a wastelander who had, from the start, pursued a life of freedom and self-determination. He cared about his own life and not much else. He certainly wasn’t the sort to risk his life for others or for power. So why would he agree on such a dangerous mission on behalf of Skye Polaris?

Cloudhawk went on to explain his situation. He went over his trek through the wastes, his arrival at Skycloud city only to be met by Frost de Winter. He described the conflict that followed, his brief struggle against the governor, and how the Polaris family ultimately stepped to protect him. Part of the deal, he explained, was that he had to undergo training in Hell’s Valley and work for the general until his debt was paid.

Hearing this, the old drunk felt some relief. No wonder he’d never heard of the boy. Autumn, however, was not pleased by his tale.

Although the signs were there, she would not have guessed that this rapacious, despicable, flippant scoundrel had been born in the wastelands. The torturous journey he’d gone through to get where he was today was awful, but he was still such a hateful person!

He lied to me!

She thought Cloudhawk agreed to help because she appealed to his better nature. All of a sudden, she was confronted with how stupid she’d been. The asshole never had a shred of conscience to appeal to! None of the fortune of Ebonycrs she’d offered had convinced him to go on the journey. It was all because it happened to coincide with his mission to learn about the Crimson One. 

Bastard! Asshole! To think she’d felt guilty!

Autumn thought Cloudhawk had shouldered the dangers of Fishmonger’s Borough and was injured to help with her quest. In reality, he did it for himself. The gods couldn’t take him soon enough. Every minute he lived was a scourge on humanity!

The small group traveled as fast as they could, reaching the Elysian border by the fourth night. The only place they’d be safe was here near that mountain range. It wasn’t Skycloud, but it was close enough that it was under its protection. Wastelander cities and their hunger for that hundred thousand gold reward wouldn’t dare reach so close to the Elysians. In addition, Skycloud had strengthened its hold over the borderlands lately, flooding it with more soldiers and clamping down on lawlessness.

Oddball flapped back over to Cloudhawk after scouting around. It made sure they were safe for the time being and picked out a good place for them to rest.

“There’s a settlement ahead. The lizards are tired. Let’s bunker down for a while and get ourselves together before we press on. Sandbar Outpost is still about a day away. When we get back, it won’t matter if they catch up.”

Cloudhawk’s condition was going from bad to worse as they traveled. He felt much stronger – in fact, every facet of his physical body was improved. Some parts of him were even beginning to show mutation, which proved that he didn’t have time to lie around. He needed to find a way to stop the process before it was too late.

“Boss, we found the targets!”

“It’s definitely them. Go after them!”

A group of several hundred capable soldiers was lying in ambush. They saw the group of weary travelers approach on tired mounts, and their eyes gleamed dangerously. Hands gripped tightly to swords and bows, they gathered themselves to attack at a moment’s notice. All they needed was the order.

In the dark room in which they waited was a particularly dark silhouette. He was a handsome, dark-skinned man seated with his eyes closed. Beside the valiant figure was another, a young fellow with delicate features who wore a headscarf. A stalk of withered grass jutted from one corner of his mouth, and his hand lay idly on the shaft of an exorcist rod looped through his belt. The hand was covered in bandages that reached all the way up his arm. He stood there in the darkness, calm as a lake surface.

Two others stood behind the young man. One was a swordsman with a pallid face. The other was a boy clutching tightly to a gourd. They were an odd pair.

“They’re close!”

“Boss, give the order!”

Squall clenched his jaw and crushed the stalk of grass between his teeth, but he did not act. The towering black-skinned man finally opened his eyes before finally offering an emotionless response. “There are more of them. Spread the order – no one moves. Wait and watch.”

The boy-like fiend with the gourd spoke up. He looked like a boy, but he spoke with the authority of an elder. “Now is the best opportunity. Why are you hesitating? We have our best people here. It doesn’t matter how strong they are. We need the treasure of the Millennium Vale and the key to it is right there. I’m sure our illustrious leader knows how important that is.”

Several of the Highwaymen around them nodded fervently. They were chomping at the bit to act.

Seeing that he was losing them, Squall sighed. He began to reach out with his mind towards Blackfiend when one of the bandits called out in alarm, “Look, the sky! Fire!”

“Shit for brains, how can there be fire in the sky?”

Several of the bandits peeked out, but their skepticism soon changed to surprise. What was this, a fuckin’ ghost invasion? Balls of fire floated through the clouds and not just normal fire either. It was green. The sky was full of it, maybe a hundred orbs like a meteor shower in slow motion.

Squall’s face suddenly hardened. “Shit! Tell all the men to find cover!”

The Highwaymen had been so focused on the impending attack that the new circumstances took them completely by surprise. Before they could get their bearings, the orbs of fire came crashing down among the settlement. Most of them were focused on the outpost’s center where the four travelers had entered. As the whole settlement was engulfed in fire, there wasn’t a lick of heat. Instead, the sickly green flames filled everyone with a frigid sense of dread.

Just as it seemed the small group would be incinerated, one of the women lurched forward. She flung an unassuming gourd into the air, and from it, a dozen three-meter-long birds of orange flames exploded forth. They beat their blazing wings, which brought them into the path of the green orbs. They rammed into them and caused a frightening explosion. A dazzling scene of sparks and tongues of flame danced overhead.

The act was repeated over and over again. Red and green warred for dominance, and sparks wafted down among the people like burning snowflakes. Both powers were fierce and unwilling to abate, but the green fires were more potent. It swallowed up everything with a voracious hunger, and those who were not quick enough to avoid the cataclysmic scene were turned to blackened residue.

The most humble-looking of the group, an old man, stamped his foot on the ground. It immediately cracked from the force and spat shards of stone into the air. When the next volley of green fire descended, this cloud of debris prevented it from reaching them.

At the same time, the woman raised her gloved hands.

Turbulent flames arose from around her hands and quickly spread to create a shell around her and her allies. In an instant, all the world around them burst into flame, a pyroblast that immediately swelled to incredible dimensions. The sheer ferocity of it beat back the orbs of green fire that tried to fight through. It was so intense, in fact, that several nearby buildings were blown apart as though by a bomb blast. The unlucky bandits hiding inside looked at each other in speechless despair. Suddenly, they were alone in a hell of green and red fire with no recourse but to scream and die.

“Strong!”

Squall and the others remained hidden in their dark room, watching what transpired. Twice the woman acted, and both times, the power she displayed was breathtaking. Inwardly, he praised his instincts for not rushing into battle. If he hadn’t, there was no question most of their hunting party would have been wiped out.

The old man wasn’t to be discounted, either. Shit – just one of these characters was a big deal. How many impressive people did Cloudhawk surround himself with?

Squall fought the unhappy feeling in the pit of his stomach. 

A man descended from the heavens, clad in red robes and wreathed in green flame. With an ornate staff in hand, he dropped to the ground before the four fugitives. As the woman protected them with her shield of flame, he pummeled her defenses. Dozens of thrusts from his crosier buffeted them, whipping around to assail them from several different directions. Most were angled to put maximum pressure on the woman.

The old man moved in to assist. He used his exorcist rod to ward off what he could.

Selene was nearing the limit of what she could handle. Her chest heaved with deep gulping breaths, and the continuous blasts forced her to stagger backwards. She was struggling but could handle it so far. A few stray blows got close to Autumn and Cloudhawk as well. Fear gripped the young girl from the Vale – she was too feeble to protect herself from the Crimson One’s terrible attack.

Selene and the old man were too busy defending their own lives.

Cloudhawk squared his shoulders and threw himself between her and the attack. They struck his body with a series of dull thuds, the force of them causing Cloudhawk to cough up a mouthful of blood. They hit so hard that he should have been blasted to pieces by all rights, but he was not the same man. Every cell in his body was active and filled him with potency. Rattled, he was otherwise alright.

The old man lashed out with the exorcist rod like a rabid dragon. A gust of turbulent power rose.

Red robes flapped dramatically as the Crimson One withdrew. In a blink, he was fifteen meters away. Green fires burned behind his eyes, looking just like a denizen of hell. He paused to look over the beleaguered fugitives, sparing a few extra seconds to regard Selene. Something he saw gave him pause, but he quickly recovered as though nothing had happened.

Cloudhawk mocked him with cold laughter, “Hey Pinky! You finally made it!”

“You have arrived. This can only mean you draw close to the truth.” The Crimson One ignored Cloudhawk and fixed his eyes on Selene. For the moment, none of the others existed. “But, you are still too young to face me alone.”

Selene stepped forward, her cloak billowing in the winds. Her sword of light burst into being and brought with it a stifling sense of majesty. Her eyes bore through the man in red like she could kill him with a glare.

“Hey now, don’t count your chickens before they’re hatched,” Cloudhawk said through a lopsided grin. He raised his voice and shouted towards the surrounding buildings. “Squall! I know you’re there. You can stop hiding!”

He was exposed. Squall was left with no choice but to tell his men to stay at the ready. He then stepped out with Greensnake, Gremlin, and Blackfiend by his side. The building they stepped out of was positioned behind the man in red. “It seems that despite our efforts, we still couldn’t hide from you.”

Cloudhawk didn’t waste any time with pleasantries. “I know why you’re here, but we can put our own shit aside for the moment. This geriatric is super cranky, and it just so happens that his goal is the same as yours. I wondered what you thought about that.”

Squall was quiet for a moment. He knew what Cloudhawk was getting at. It seemed like today they were unavoidably pulled into a fight that wasn’t theirs. His answer came in a resigned drawl. “Alright, I suppose I still owe you one.”


57 / Solidarity


Fishmonger’s Borough had sent out two hundred of their best soldiers to hunt the fugitives down. However, in the interest of speed, they’d split up their forces. Six members of the Crimson Church and about a dozen soldiers were hurrying with Ravenous Tiger towards the settlement.

Though few in number, the group’s destructive capabilities were incredible!

Ravenous Tiger had participated in several secret missions for Skycloud authorities. It was during those times that he saw the true nature of Elysian power and lost faith in those he called masters. He feared for his own life, for he knew what happened to those who knew too much. In order to save his own life, he was willing to forsake his name, his family, and his honor to escape to the wastelands. Forced to assume a new name, he took on the mantle of governor.

However, his change in circumstances didn’t change his nature. Ravenous Tiger was still ambitious and greedy. His hunger for wealth, women, power, and talented subordinates was all-consuming.

For years, he played the warlord. On the one hand, he provided Elysians with information about the wild lands outside their borders while simultaneously helping the Sanctum of Judgment grow in strength and prominence. However, both were merely steps in his ultimate plan. For years, he hoarded wealth and women but also surreptitiously took in anyone worth his salt. Day after day, he gathered strength as quietly as he could in the hopes that he could eventually break off and finally be his own master. That was what he dreamed of: finally being able to determine his own life. He never wanted to have to look into anyone else’s smug face and swallow their orders ever again.

The small group of soldiers able to keep up with the Crimson One was the best Fishmonger’s Borough could provide. Pick any one at random and they were sure to be the equal of any Elysian top officer. They were the greatest immaterial asset Fishmonger’s Borough possessed, more precious than any treasure in the governor’s vault.

Now, at the Crimson One’s command, they were supposed to throw themselves into the fires? The thought gnawed at Ravenous Tiger, but he dared not disobey！

Elysian authorities knew for a long time that Ravenous Tiger was double-dealing. The Crimson One also guessed his henchman’s self-serving logic. Yet, neither cut him down, purely because the spot he occupied made him useful, valuable. But, years of having his strings pulled had worn him thin – Ravenous Tiger needed to be the master of his own destiny.

“Go take a look.”

Ravenous Tiger picked someone from the group with a gesture. The scout hurried up a nearby incline to look out over the horizon.

This one was covered in rough skin with half of his body covered in scars. He had a darker complexion and was born with a head of spindly white hair. He looked normal enough but for a pair of enormously strong arms at least twice the size of any other strongman he knew. The skin there was much tougher, like rhino hide. While off-putting at first glance, the advantage was clear.

A buster sword was his weapon of choice, two meters long and as wide as his waist. The weight of it alone was potentially fatal, and its presence on his back made the man look terrifying.

He looked over the desert towards the settlement where he saw the Crimson One soar into action. Hovering over the town, he rained destruction with a hundred fiery green orbs. Like an angel of devastation, he fell upon the settlement and proceeded to reduce it to ruin. Seconds later, he was locked in combat with a pair of formidable opponents, though he obviously still maintained the upper hand.

“That fucker is no joke!” The man pulled his sword free and hacked at a boulder nearby. With a screech, the sword cleaved it in half and left behind a mirror-like fissure. It was a dramatic show of what the sword – and the man who wielded it – could do. He was anxious to turn it on their enemies. “The fight’s started, boss. Are we going in?”

The swordsman was a big name back in Fishmonger’s Borough. He’d made waves on his own out in the wastelands before joining Ravenous Tiger’s crew. With his natural strength and ferocity, he once tore apart several bulls with his bare hands. Years of training in the Boroughs had also taught him how to harness his true power, turning him into a competent martial artist. Over time, he rose to prominence as Ravenous Tiger’s right-hand man and was one of his most trusted followers.

Ravenous Tiger stood amid the desert with his relic battleaxe resting in the sand. His eyes narrowed in thought, and a strange light flickered in their depths. His thick fingers rubbed one of his rings, a sign he was lost in thought. After a few seconds, he made his decision. “No rush. The bishop can handle himself. Let them wear each other out. Then, when their guard is down, we’ll move in for the kill. Catch them unprepared.”

His henchman grinned sadistically. “Understood.”

He looked like a brigand, but there was intelligence behind the bloodlust. After all, after so many years with the governor, he’d come to know how the big man thought.

The six priests, however, looked at one another in speechless displeasure. However, their leader was a powerful man, and these fugitives couldn’t be much of a threat. As for Ravenous Tiger, the fat governor wouldn’t dare disobey his master.

Ravenous Tiger walked forward, eyes narrowed. Whatever he was thinking was inscrutable behind his hard gaze. As they slowly approached, the sounds of battle became deafening and shook the ground. There was no doubt that the Crimson One was a powerhouse of the wastelands, one of the strongest. The power of his lone attack was something to behold.

Yet, much to his surprise, his colossal blows were being deflected by a single Elysian. Ravenous Tiger witnessed the scene, and his mind began to churn right away. An enigmatic smile spread across his face. Things just got far more interesting, and judging by the fiery manifestation of this Elysian’s power, she was no less a fighter than Ravenous Tiger himself. She was maybe even better.

Senior demon hunters weren’t throwaway novices. Every one of them held status in Skycloud domain.

The old cripple was as fierce as ever, even as a disabled outcast. His specialty was martial arts, but he could command a relic as well as Ravenous Tiger. After his injury, he couldn’t call on his true power like he used to, so this fiery display had to be from this unnamed Elysian newcomer. Had Skycloud gotten involved already? 

If that was true, then things just got a lot more complicated. It didn’t matter how strong or cunning the Crimson One was, he couldn’t take on the whole domain.

Even discounting the presence of Arcturus, the likes of Skye Polaris and the Sanctuary getting personally involved was a frightening prospect. Skycloud was also famously tight-lipped and kept its own counsel. If this was an ambush, even the Crimson One would have a hard time escaping.

Ravenous Tiger was certain his decision to hang back was the right one. He would continue to watch the fight play out – and wait to pick off stragglers.

But, would he be given the opportunity?

The Crimson One continued his pitched battle against Selene. As the clash became ever fiercer, both warriors began to feel a creeping dread about the other. Just as the old drunk presaged, even with Selene, their chances were thirty percent at best.

But, the situation was about to change.

Squall appeared on the field with three others: the martial artist Green Snake, the formidable demon hunter Gremlin, but most powerful of all – Blackfiend. Cloudhawk had experienced the puppet’s strength face-to-face and knew it had the power of a veteran demon hunter. Stronger, even – for a human could die no matter how strong. Blackfiend was undying.

“The Millennium Vale is open. Chaos and strife are unavoidable. Your homeland is the only place with the resources to contend against Skycloud. If your people should fall into the hands of the Elysians, then the world is without hope.” The Crimson One stood regally before them, crosier in hand and calm of demeanor. Tendrils of green fire continued to swirl around him like a host of vipers. They roiled with dangerous promise, as though they might strike at any moment. “What I do is not for personal gain. In time, you will understand.”

Selene held her sword at the ready, face coldly indifferent to his pleas. “Your goal is to destroy Skycloud domain?”

“The destruction of your home is the aim of the Dark Atom. I am not interested in destruction – but liberation. Mankind has been deceived for too long. Only when Elysians and wastelanders learn to join forces will they be capable of recapturing their destiny. This is why I must reach the Millennium Vale.”

“You’re dreaming!” Autumn shouted back at him angrily. “The Valley is a paradise left to us by the Shepherd Goddess. It is ours and no one else’s, and we will never let the ambitious and greedy lay claim! Especially no one as mad and as evil as you!”

“What the fuck are we wasting time talking to this asshole for?” Cloudhawk figured that with Squall’s help, they sat at a fifty-fifty chance of getting out with their skins intact. With equal odds, he felt emboldened and used his phase stone to pull an exorcist bow from storage. “This senile fuck is obviously burning time for reinforcements to get here. I could see through the dumbshit plan if I was thinking with my asshole. Don’t waste time talking. Attack!”

At his command, Selene and the old man became a blur as they charged forward.

Autumn gave voice to the Call of the Shepherd Goddess, summoning aid from any beasts nearby.

Gremlin and Green Snake hesitated as they watched it all unfold. This wasn’t their fight. It was better to disengage.

“Can’t you see how strong he is?” Squall struggled to find a way to motivate them but eventually found one. “Don’t forget that our mission is to take control of the wastelands. The bishop is going to be an enemy sooner or later. Deal with him first. Then, we can kill Cloudhawk and the others.”

Green Snake turned his eyes searchingly toward Gremlin. The demon hunter thought for a moment but ultimately reacted by slowly opening his gourd. He gave a single order, “We do what we can. If it becomes too much, retreat.”

The order given, a flood of dark smoke belched from the gourd. A host of skeleton monsters appeared from the fog.

Meanwhile, Squall unfurled the bandages wound around his left arm. “Attack!”

Green Snake and his sonic sword took the lead. He lashed out half a dozen times with his weapon, sending a shower of cutting sonic booms before him. As this vicious opening assault ensued, six skeletal beings in full armor rushed forward to support from the left and right. 

The Crimson One faced Selene and the old man’s attacks with ease. There was no trepidation as the Highwaymen leadership joined either. With one sweep of his crosier, the six skeletons were blown to pieces. The onslaught of blows from Green Snake’s sonic blade dispersed. The sword in his hand shattered into a million shards.

“You overconfident fool! Begone!”

With the briefest thought, the Crimson One cast forth two streams of fire. As Green Snake and Gremlin scrambled to escape, the streams collided and burst into countless balls of fire. They blanketed the battlefield, leaving nowhere for them to turn.

Squall’s face darkened. He surged ahead, bandages snapping, leaving his arm exposed. Stretching out his hand, the tattoo-like design etched in his flesh began to glow. With arm held high, the shimmering power seemed to draw the fires closer.

He was planning to crush them in his grip.

Cloudhawk yelled a warning, “Don’t touch the fire!”

However, Squall had already gathered the bullet-sized orbs in his hand. All of a sudden, his face twisted into an expression of unspeakable pain. He’d underestimated the terrifying power of Castigation fire.


58 / Firestorm


Squall’s own right arm was a unique sort of relic. From what Cloudhawk understood, it had the power of attraction and repulsion. However, Castigation fire was not your typical power. As his arms drew in the fires, traces of green were revealed just beneath the surface. His skin started to crack. The arm barely held together, ready to burst.

Squall’s face grew heavy. Suddenly, the power was released. 

The cracks actually moved, slithering together to gather in his palm. They spread up to the tips of his fingers, and that was where the eruption finally occurred. A ray of concentrated green fire spewed from his fingertips, marring the ground before him.

Cloudhawk watched in utter amazement. Squall really had come into his own!

Ever since the red-robed bishop became the leader of the Sanctum of Judgment, he’d known only a few people capable of withstanding the power of Castigation. Cloudhawk managed to survive thanks to the special circumstance of his own body. Squall, on the other hand, used whatever relic was implanted in his arm to expel the threat. A strange power like this was typical of demonic artifacts, however. So, who was backing this strange youth?

Squall saw for the first time the breadth of the power they were faced with. “Fall back!”

But, the Crimson One was not inclined to let them escape. With an orb of green fire, he repelled Selene’s own flaming assault, and with his crosier, he deflected an attack from the old man. In the midst of this fight, he had the skill and strength to launch a strike of his own, but as he stretched forth his hand, something he had not expected occurred.

The black figure who had remained unmoving by Squall’s side up to now made its move. 

Blackfiend the Undying, surrounded by wisps of black power, launched forward. He moved so fast that an afterimage remained, that he cracked the sound barrier with a sonic burst. Moving a hundred meters in an instant, he used his right hand to chop at the coagulating fires gathering in the Crimson One’s hand. The fingers on his left hand contorted into five pitch-black, dagger-like claws. Blackfiend swiped at the bishop with staggering speed and ferocity.

He was too sudden for the Crimson One to avoid it entirely, and the claws ripped a hole in his elegant robes. His experience in battle served him well, and before Blackfiend could find purchase in his flesh, he responded with the crosier. The dozen strikes he delivered were incredibly fast, blurring together so they were difficult to distinguish. They all struck their target, slamming into Blackfiend with a loud crunch. He was blasted back and crashed into a building nearby.

Amidst a deafening impact, the building collapsed around him.

Swiping through the green fire was a death sentence. Facing the full impact of the Crimson One’s attack spelled doom to anyone. The terror that was Castigation was well known, but his crosier – Supreme Divergence – was also a powerful relic. Each strike hit with the force of a thousand kilos from all different angles. Paired with the Crimson One’s depth of psychic power, it was capable of tremendous power.

However, Blackfiend’s attack left the bishop open, an opportunity Selene was quick to exploit. Her crossblade seethed with burning light.

She swung her sword and carved a blazing, brutal arc toward the bishop.

The Crimson One hurriedly swung his staff around to protect himself. Caught on his back foot, the force knocked him several meters away. That had been almost more than he could handle. He felt surprise grip his chest as he realized that the woman before him was quite a lot stronger than he’d given her credit for.

The collapsed building suddenly erupted into a shower of debris.

A black figure rose from the ruins.

Blackfiend the Undying was half-covered in hungry green flames. Parts of his torso were caved in from where the bishop’s staff had landed, and yet, he just stood there in a blank, almost confused manner. His eyes had the blank cold of a corpse, yet he stood tall as gossamer-like threads of black energy swirled around him. An instant later, he threw himself at the Crimson One again, heedless of his brush with oblivion.

The Crimson One’s face stiffened. What was this creature?

Selene didn’t stop with one blow from her sword. Brandishing the crossblade high, she erupted with a beam of energy that split the sky and consumed the green fires. She brought it down on the bishop’s head with all her strength. The momentum behind it was breathtaking, so vicious that it threatened to tear through reality. Seeing his chance, the old warrior also threw everything he had into his next attack. Gathering all of his true power into his arm, his staff vibrated as it ripped the air and birthed a roaring shock wave.

In front of the bishop was the old man. Behind him was Blackfiend. Selene was coming down on him from above like a celestial being. The three attackers left him nowhere to run.

Whipping winds, roaring thunder. Terrible power assailed the Crimson One from several sides all at once. He stared death in the face.

Fear cracked through the bishop’s sanctimonious facade. He planted his crosier in the dirt before him, kicking up a tuft of sand. As his foes closed in, he pressed his hands together. Red robes swelled as green fire erupted from every part of him, spreading every which way. Like a bomb, it consumed everything in an expanding radius of green fire, horrifying in its savagery and impetus. A lake of green fire was left behind.

Boom- - -!

The force of the blast alone nearly toppled buildings. The heart of the settlement exploded.

The drunkard’s attack was the first to reach its target. It cleaved through the shell of the expanding orb of fire like bursting a bubble. Blackfiend charged into the blast radius fearlessly. He rushed at the Crimson One, but the force of the explosion knocked him away. Selene’s crossblade of light was last to reach the bishop and sliced cleanly through the fires. They were blows away from the point of impact, erupting into the sky.

Malevolent green light carpeted the settlement as a firestorm began to fall.

Squall, Green Snake, Gremlin, Cloudhawk, Autumn – everyone darted for the nearest cover.

As they ran, Autumn chastised the man beside her. “Hey, why aren’t you doing anything?! Your friends are in trouble, and you can’t do a damn thing!?”

Cloudhawk scoffed and responded self-righteously, “I’m injured!”

His excuses were cut short as the rain of fire started to reach them. Cloudhawk gritted his teeth and threw himself off Autumn just in time to spare her from the flames, but they quickly set about trying to consume his own flesh. There was a moment of tremendous pain before the Trespasser virus quenched Castigation. Though he didn’t say it, he complained inwardly at Autumn’s words. How many times would she have died without him putting his ass on the line? And she still had the gall to talk shit!

The two of them scrambled out of the danger zone and hunkered beneath some cover.

Autumn continued to summon the power of her flute. She couldn’t be of much help against the Crimson One directly, but she could at least try and trip him up. However, the battlefield had become a killing field of green fire. Any creature that tried to get near was immediately swallowed and reduced to ash. Her monsters were powerless to attack or defend themselves.

Cloudhawk clutched his exorcist rod and started to look for an opening.

His body was in no condition for close-range combat, but that didn’t mean he was happy to stick to the sidelines. He couldn’t let this obnoxious girl continue to sneer down her nose at him, could he? He leveled the bow and slowly drew back the string. He knew that against an enemy like the Crimson One, he only had one shot. If he didn’t take the chance, then he wouldn’t get another, but once he took it, he had better make sure it counted. He couldn’t give his enemy the smallest opportunity. But, it wasn’t the right moment, not yet. He couldn’t see the bishop, but Cloudhawk could feel him. He wasn’t weakened enough, which meant Selene and the others hadn’t done enough with their attacks.

Above the settlement on a distant rise.

One of the red-robed priests turned angry eyes on the governor. “Ravenous Tiger! You can see the fight has started. Why aren‘t we moving in to assist?”

“Indeed!” The conflicted light behind the large man’s eyes dissipated and was replaced with determination. “Now is the time to act!”

“Then let’s go!” The priest hollered back, to which Ravenous Tiger ripped his axe from the sand and swung it around. A circle of cold light cleaved the air in a disproportionately large circle for the weapon’s size. The angry priest stared at Ravenous Tiger with wide eyes, for his throat was in reach of the gleam.

“You...”

Another of the priests fumbled for his exorcist rod. He’d only managed to pull it half out from his belt before the white-haired swordsman was on him. It took only one swing from his buster sword to cut the cleric apart at the waist.

By the time the remaining four knew what was happening, it was too late. The crack soldiers from Fishmonger’s Borough finished them off at a cost of six dead and five wounded.

By now, the scene in the outpost center was becoming clear.

More than half of Blackfiend’s body was covered in fire. Selene was perched on the ruins of a nearby building. The old man stood panting in the lone patch of safe ground in a sea of green flame. Blackfiend was functionally immortal, but the ravenous nature of Castigation kept devouring what was remade and stealing his power. By now, his attacks were much weaker than normal. The old man was not injured himself, but the encroaching fires were closing in from all around, leaving him in a precarious position.

Selene was the only one with her strength intact. She gracefully rose to her feet like a fairy with the flame-cleaving crossblade of light still held in her hand. What was not obvious was what the last clash had cost. Nearly half of her mental energy had been spent.

The Crimson One reappeared in the center of the sea of flame. His elegant robes were a tattered mess. Blood was dripping from the corners of his mouth, and his hair was a matted mess. But, that was all. Though three powerful attacks had closed in at once, he remained largely unscathed. Blackfiend and the old man were inadequate – only Selene’s attack had managed to fully pierce his defensive shell of fire. The wound on his chest proved it.

“It has been many battles since someone’s managed to draw blood.” The Crimson One dropped his head to inspect the wound, though his face never broke from that unsettling calm. A man of his strength had a body just as tough, and no matter how deep the wound, his control stopped it from bleeding. It had already begun to heal, in fact. “But, this was all you could muster.”

Obviously, Blackfiend was proving irritatingly difficult to destroy.

It was the tactical choice, then, to deal with the next easiest target: the drunk.

The three warriors all possessed powers beyond that of any normal demon hunter. Together, their chance to defeat the bishop was no better than fifty percent. If he were to concentrate his attacks on one of them and remove him from the equation, his foes would be greatly weakened. The fires around the old man seethed and roiled, slithering towards him like a host of angry vipers.

They were almost on him, inches away, when -

A piercing light shot towards them from the distance. It buried itself in the ground before the old man, and he immediately recognized it as a familiar tool. It was his walking staff, the one that was abandoned back at Ravenous Tiger’s mansion. There was no time to wonder how or why. Instead, the boozer snatched up his staff and released a barrier of energy all around. Half a breath later, the fires were on him. Even with his barrier, the old man would not last long.

A rush of energy tore through the fires to clear a path. Seeing his chance, the old man leaped for safety.

Selene retracted her sword but spared a shocked expression for the old man and the cane he bore. “This is… the Dawnguard?”

At last, the Crimson One realized his support would never come. His eyes narrowed into a hard glare. “I would not have suspected you’d have the courage to make such a decision. I underestimated you.”

Ravenous Tiger smirked at the bishop, watching from nearby.

A war between two tigers was a loss for both sides. Wait for one side to destroy the other and then clean up what was left. When the Crimson One was finished, the Millennium Vale would be his. With such an attractive reward, why not take the risk?


59 / A Furious Battle


Ravenous Tiger betrayed his master. It had always been just a matter of time.

This rapacious man had no space in his ambitious heart for faith or loyalty. Men of different paths cannot share similar schemes. Betrayal was the destined end to their union. The Crimson One knew this, yet no matter how strong one’s desire for treachery, one would not throw oneself willingly to the fires. Despite the potential for trouble, however, Ravenous Tiger was useful. His connections with the Elysians and the information he could provide was valuable enough for the risk.

Anyway, the fat governor also thought too highly of his own abilities and machinations.

You are a clever tiger, aren’t you? Wise to not act rashly while your life was pinched between my fingers. It is indeed true that the covetous and faithless cherish life more than believers.

What had happened up to now was a series of exceptional circumstances. He had not expected the one who could summon the Call of the Shepherd would appear in Fishmonger’s Borough. The Valley’s resources were integral to his plan to join the wastelands and Skycloud. This frail little girl was the key.

The normally prudent and astute bishop had thrown himself in the path of danger. He did not pause to consider Ravenous Tiger’s mental state and pushed him farther than he was willing to accept. In the face of his imminent acquisition of the Valley, the governor did not seem important. Fishmonger’s Borough was a means to an end, nothing more. With its value lost, what did Ravenous Tiger mean to him any longer? Govern the Millennium Vale? Even if the Crimson One were serious, Ravenous Tiger would never believe those words.

It only served to intensify their conflict.

Yet, even after such insults, the Crimson One could still maintain control of his fat henchman. After all, the gulf of power between them was too great, and Ravenous Tiger would never do something rash that might result in his death. His one miscalculation was that Cloudhawk might run into an old friend out here in the wastes. The sudden reappearance of this talented young woman and the power she now wielded was beyond expectation.

He had also not foreseen the Highwaymen’s interference. Nothing indicated that this recent player in the wastelands would be lying in wait in the middle of nowhere. Blackfiend’s meddling shifted the balance of power, keeping the Crimson One busy and leaving an opening for Ravenous Tiger’s betrayal. Logical – everything that led to this moment made sense. He merely hadn’t seen it coming.

At present, most of the settlement was consumed by fire. Selene was high above with her crossblade ablaze, awash in majestic power.

With his cane in hand, the old cripple’s fighting abilities were greatly enhanced. The unassuming staff was flashing with internal light and released pulse after pulse of energy. He lifted it and pointed first at Selene above and then at the nearby Blackfiend. Rays of morning light erupted from his relic and enveloped both of his allies. The power not only gave them a major shield but also improved their speed and power.

This left Cloudhawk startled. What an incredible relic!

He didn’t think that Dawnguard would be a support relic. It was barely passable as a combat weapon, but it was capable of empowering a whole squad. It was rare to encounter a relic of its like. With it in hand, their small team enjoyed a formidable upgrade.

Yet, they would not allow the sudden change in circumstances to make them complacent. The Crimson One was a cunning and mysterious foe who, even up to now, had not revealed his full strength. His relic was a strange and terrible one – Castigation was by no means ordinary and was practically unrivaled. It was a legendary force passed down from the war that conveyed their planet into ruin. Even Selene dare not risk the briefest touch of its flames.

The Crimson One did not let Ravenous Tiger’s sudden betrayal throw him off guard. He calmly turned his gaze to the other one, graceful as a cloud dragon. He looked at her almost in a trance with a complex combination of emotion. “It is not strange that you should seek me out. I am not upset. On the contrary, your arrival brings me great joy. These years of training have made you strong, and in that time, you’ve peered behind the veil to the truth of our existence. Yet, it is not enough. You are still too young.”

Selene’s aloof facade adopted a dark chill. “If you knew I would come for you, then you must know why. I need an answer.”

The Crimson One waved his fist, and the surrounding fires burned with fresh intensity. They kicked and danced like boiling waters. Amidst their searing light, he had no answers for the girl. Instead, he turned his attention to Blackfiend. The green fires that had consumed it were almost spent, yet Blackfiend still was not dead. “I can understand why they would choose to ally against me. But, I cannot fathom why the Highwaymen would choose to muddy these waters. I do not know who pulls your strings, but perhaps we can come to some agreement in our exploitation of the Valley.”

A thick, murderous sense gathered around Selene. Very well – if he wouldn’t provide answers, then she would put him in a position where he wouldn’t have a choice.

Selene reached over and swept her hand along the pure white light of the crossblade. The power of her Burning Angels flowed into her weapon, turning its pure white light to an angry red. Its crimson glare was so intense that the air around its borders warped dramatically. It was a weapon of the angels capable of laying low whole hoards of demons.

The bishop knew this once-in-a-generation talent from the Elysian lands was preparing to throw everything she had at him. His tattered robes once more began to flutter though there was no wind, and his rough hands stretched towards the heavens. The fires responded and shot skyward at his command to swirl around their master. A nightmarish tempest of hellfire began to brew.

The scene was unforgettable; 

A beautiful woman floating in air bearing a sword of holy fire. 

A monster with eyes of green flame enveloped in terrible power calling forth a storm of apocalyptic proportions.

“Show me how strong you have become!”

The Crimson One’s deep and thunderous voice spread far and wide across the wastelands. Yet, even in the face of this monstrous presence, Selene did not back down. She had changed in the years since meeting Cloudhawk, but the passage of time had only made her more determined. She was one of the greatest warriors the world had ever seen – she would not retreat, no matter how strong or how frightening her enemy.

Selene poured every crumb of strength left in her into the sword. The burning sword of righteous fire stretched a full ten meters long. [1] While it seemed frail in the face of the hellfire brewing overhead, it held more vigor than a hundred thousand men in truth.

The gourd in Gremlin’s hands had continued to belch black smoke. A dozen skeletons had formed around him, each with tower shields for protection. They were positioned around him, Green Snake, and Squall with their shields raised, stoic in the face of the raining flames.

But, the Crimson One was too strong. The firestorm he summoned threatened to devour them all.

Gremlin shouted towards Squall, “We must retreat or we’re going to lose too much. Even if we beat him, we won’t be strong enough to defeat the others.”

Squall stared at the dreadful scene, stunned. Was this what real power looked like? He shook his head free of the shock and terror. “It’s too late for any of that. Do you think we’ll be able to run from that?”

Gremlin’s little boy face pinched into a scowl. “What’s your plan?”

Squall gritted his teeth. “Not much of one – kill him, whatever it takes!”

Gremlin found his compatriot’s plan reckless and dangerous, but they no longer had another option. He gently patted the gourd, and their small cadre of skeletons began to march towards Blackfiend. Meanwhile, the puppet raced towards the center of the forming tempest.

The skeletons all began to fall apart. Their boney remains tumbled along the ground and through the air to affix themselves to Blackfiend. Piece by piece, they reconstructed into an enormous, four-meter-tall mountain of bone with Blackfiend at its center. Plumes of dark smoke seethed from the enormous skeleton, and its eyes stared at the Crimson One like twin abyssal pools.

From below, the old man recognized Selene’s posture. She was preparing to throw herself at the bishop, consequences be damned. He jabbed Dawnguard towards her, and once again, she was swathed in radiant light. She burned like the morning sun, encased in a protective shell. The old cripple couldn’t get near enough to the Crimson One to fight directly, but he could do everything in his power to protect the girl.

The storm of power around the bishop grew in intensity. The world around them seemed to buck in protest against the destruction on the horizon.

Meanwhile, Ravenous Tiger was shifting uncomfortably. The old priest had to die right here, right now, or he was finished. The Crimson Church had many eyes and ears in Fishmonger’s Borough, so if the Crimson One survived, he would never again know a day of peace. A growl rumbled under the fat man’s breath. He held tightly to his axe, Stonesplitter, and then heaved it with all his might into the ground. A column of yellow, earthy power rumbled through the ground towards the Crimson One in his first direct assault.

The shockwave rolled through, dispelling the fire in its path.

Blackfiend, encased in his bone armor, followed through on the heels of the shockwave to launch his attack. The green fires devoured his flesh and gnawed at his bones but could not stop his charge.

The old man’s cane continued to shine its light upon Selene, and the girl drew up all her might into a single, ultimate blow.

At last, her crimson sword plunged towards its mark. It was as though the pillars of heaven and earth quaked.

Ravenous Tiger, the old man, Blackfiend, Selene… they gave every bit of themselves to see the Crimson One destroyed all in the same instant. The power thrown into this one act was phenomenal. The Crimson One answered their ardor with a hysterical roar and released his power heedless of his wounds. When the tempest broke, its fires gathered into the form of an enormous, indomitable spirit of fire.

A crushing shockwave, followed by the ferocity of Blackfiend’s attack, hit in the same moment.

From above, the crimson and gold light of Selene’s crossblade came surging down.

An intense contest of power ensued.

This incredible war of godly and demonic proportions cast the wastelander spectators into madness. Their pitiful imaginations were incapable of comprehending the gravity of what they saw. A fight like this was inconceivable outside of ancient legends.

Who would emerge victorious?

Who would fate choose?

1. Someone draw this shit!


60 / The Third Uncle


The Crimson One fused with the roiling tempest to become a behemoth of flame. With his left hand, he stopped the attacks from Ravenous Tiger and Blackfiend while, with his right, he grabbed Selene’s burning sword. Through his overwhelming power and terrible presence, the Crimson Once instilled a deep fear in all who looked upon him.

The bone armor protecting Blackfiend burned away, and the all-pervasive fires devoured what they could. He was sent flying. 

Suddenly, the piercing cry of a bird captured the giant’s attention.

A giant phoenix awash in fire came into being, having been summoned by Selene Cloude. It crashed into the giant’s chest resulting in an explosion that shook the form of the Crimson One hidden within. The bishop’s face was pale, haggard. Blood continuously trickled from his mouth. The injuries he’d suffered were the kind he would never recover from, so the load from Selene’s attacks was almost more than he could bear. The wastelands’ tyrannical holy man was nearing his end.

Its large hand loosened. The blazing crimson sword buried itself in the giant’s form.

As the tip drove toward the waning figure inside, the giant’s left hand swung around to press against the right, palm to palm, with Selene’s crossblade caught between. The sword stopped mere meters from the Crimson One’s body.

Selene’s raven hair danced in the unnatural wind. She heaved against the giant’s grip with all her might, forcing the sword deeper inch by inch. The giant’s malevolent green fires continued to spill towards her but could not find passage through the Dawnlight shell the old man protected her with. The two were caught in a test of mettle, and only the one who could hold out longer would survive.

The Crimson One was incredibly strong – far greater than anyone would have imagined!

A rapid surge of power pulsed through the giant, and with this power, Selene’s sword was engulfed and broken apart. The young demon hunter flew helplessly through the air, spitting voluminous blood from her mouth. In the same instant, the giant was spent and dispersed. The Crimson One, framed by a sky all aflame, raced for Selene as she fell out of control.

This girl was the only one of this small group who was a threat to his life.

It was a critical moment. The Crimson One had once more managed to protect himself from their concerted attack, but it had cost him. Wounded, drained, he had to destroy at least one of them before they could reconvene for a second attempt. He would not survive another attack like the last one.

“Not good!”

The old man’s eyes went wide, and fear painted his face. Selene Cloude was in a fatally dangerous situation.

The bishop soared above her, fires gathered in his right arm. He reached out with claws of green fire to snuff out this one beautiful life, and at that moment, he caught the girl’s gaze. The priest froze.

Although she stared death in the face, there was no fear in the girl’s eyes. What he saw were an unbreakable will and iron resolve. It was borne from an inherent pride and the belief that, although she faced destruction, she would not be defeated. People like her possessed unyielding spirit, and a proud heart like hers would never break.

The image of a figure draped in snow white crossed the bishop’s mind. The look in their eyes was so similar. Their kinship was unmistakable.

The Crimson One had his arm raised to take the girl’s life, but at this moment, he hesitated. It was less than a second, half a breath, but then everything suddenly changed. His reverie was broken when he sensed a powerful force descend on him, a sense of danger that raced through his body like an electric current.

What power! It had been no less intense than the sword Selene had nearly used to run him through.

The Crimson One’s face stiffened. He couldn’t tell where this attack came from. His four opponents had been knocked away and couldn’t have rallied a counterattack of this intensity so quickly. Was there someone else? Another master hiding in the shadows? When the bishop turned his eyes towards the source of the threat, they fell upon a figure he’d neglected up to this point.

Cloudhawk had risen to his feet with the exorcist bow in his left hand and the bow drawn taut with his right. A light blazed against his chest, infusing him with a hurricane of energy. A spear of coalesced energy was aimed his way.

He could feel it. Cloudhawk’s arrow contained more sheer power than any attack the Crimson One had faced so far. It was enough to split mountains, crumble valleys, shatter the sky.

One chance. One shot. Cloudhawk’s opportunity was now.

For all his strength, at this moment, the Crimson One was a spent bullet. The four he’d defeated had spent everything within them and were left with nothing. They were helpless and exhausted, incapable of fighting back.

The Crimson One was the same.

Every man had his limit.

It was likely Cloudhawk was worn out as well, yet as the Crimson One and the others warred, he had been gathering strength. The bishop’s brief moment of hesitation was a moment too long, and now, it was too late.

Cloudhawk’s scream blasted like thunder through the settlement. “Die!”

The string went slack. The arrow was loosed.

At the moment the arrow was released, Cloudhawk’s exorcist bow shattered. Every ounce of lethal force it contained sheared the air on its way towards the Crimson One.

Extraordinary… that this young, wounded man could yet produce an attack of this quality. Excellence. Whether the power behind it or the precise timing, it was masterful. The Crimson One could find no flaw in it.

Autumn stared at the Warden in silent astonishment, stunned by the power he had hidden within him.

Nearby, Ravenous Tiger stared in open shock. If the Crimson One survived – a man so dreadful that he made his heart race – then he was doomed. But, just as it seemed that would be his fate, this arrow from the darkness emerged, poised to save them all.

The old man’s face was lit by the blazing arrow as it streaked past. “Good lad. Well played.”

The Crimson One tried to gather his fires into his hands, yet they withered and died instead. Blood continued to leak from his mouth as all his strength was truly spent. It seemed to happen in slow motion: the arrow reached the bishop, collided with his tattered robes, and ripped through it like a blade. He flew backwards.

Light consumed him.

The world disappeared.

The old holy man’s mind was vacant in this briefest of moments. How could it be that he would meet his end at the hands of a cripple and his young friends? Especially Selene and that other young man. Indeed, the younger generation was a promising one. With such incredible talent on the horizon, Skycloud need not fear for their future dominance.

Too old. But no… I cannot die yet.

Arcturus, the sanctimonious fool, seated in his gaudy mansion. So long as that dog reignes, the Elysian lands are doomed. Humanity is doomed. How could these young warriors, intrepid though they were, defeat such power? I cannot die. Whatever it takes, I cannot die!

Cloudhawk’s arrow crashed into him, ready to pulverize the Crimson One’s body, when -

Something was released from within him, some strange power that wrapped him in its sheltering embrace. A faint outline appeared that exuded a vast and noble majesty like the face of god. Cloudhawk’s arrow struck the golden figure with such force that cracks ran all through its frame, ultimately causing it to fragment and disperse.

The Crimson One hit the ground like a butterfly with broken wings, leaving a smear of blood along the ground.

Another crippling wound, but the bishop yet lived. The mighty protective relic he bore had saved him.

“Immortal effigy!” For the first time, Selene’s face betrayed true surprise, for she knew this relic. How could she not? It was a treasure of her family. It had been in the possession of her third uncle. “You are Sterling!” [1]

Ravenous Tiger’s face was a mask of anger and fear. The old man watched with dumbfounded amazement. Cloudhawk was stupefied, so much that his mouth hung wide open. What the actual hell?

Skycloud’s three master demon hunters were legendary, names that resounded across the lands. Was this one of them? Was this Sterling Cloude?

The story went that Sterling Cloude was severely wounded in battle several years ago. His injuries were so bad that he was forced to resign from his post as Knight-Commander. Since then, he was never seen in Skycloud again. Cloudhawk had suspected the old drunk was Sterling. Obviously, he was crippled by something, and the injury had stolen a lot of strength from him. He was also clearly an old master from the Elysian lands. But, he was wrong, incredibly wrong. The red-robed bishop was the one and true Sterling Cloude.

The Sanctum of Judgment was the church he created to combat Arcturus, his brother.

The man they had been fighting all this time and still could not defeat was a legendary master demon hunter!

It should come at no surprise that the fight had nearly ended them. A master demon hunter was capable of defeating demons single-handedly! Though not in peak form, it was clear from the way he fought that the master demon hunter had recovered much of his strength. With Castigation fire, he was all the more terrifying to face. Nearly dying was to be expected, for he was one of the greatest demon hunters to have ever lived after all!

Selene clenched her fists. “My father died at your hands?!”

The bishop’s body was a mass of blood and bruises. It wasn’t even certain he heard her until he began to laugh like he’d heard the world’s funniest joke.

Selene’s fury bubbled over. “Answer me!”

The half-mad old man opened his mouth, perhaps to respond.

However, Ravenous Tiger couldn’t stomach any more. He would never again sleep easy so long as this old bastard lived. Brandishing his axe, he threw himself at the Crimson One to try and end the monster once and for all.

“Hold!”

Selene had been blindsided by the revelation that this man was her uncle. She couldn’t watch him die before she got the answers she so desperately needed.

“Ravenous Tiger… You are… such a disappointment to me.” A golden aura flashed around the Crimson One, and the fat governor shot back like a bullet. Another round of hacking, bloody coughs wracked the bishop’s body. He hardly had the strength to speak. “Be at ease, my dear niece. I will not accept death… not until Arcturus has ceased breathing. But, I think... I have had enough for today.”

With that, the bishop rose off the ground and soared towards the horizon as swiftly as a bird.

Ravenous Tiger’s eyes were so wide that his lids might split. As they all watched the Crimson One escape, all the strength drained from the survivors. Selene made as though to give chase, but her body refused to comply. Wounded and drained, it was questionable whether she could deal with her uncle even if she caught up to him.

Cloudhawk made his way to her side and held her fast. “Don’t try to chase and corner a wounded animal. Let’s regroup and plan our next move.”

While the others struggled with what they’d learned, Squall came to his senses. A hard light entered his eyes as he looked towards Autumn. His shout rang out through the ruined outpost. “Everyone, now’s the time! Grab the girl!”

Bandits began to scramble from the smoldering debris.

Seeing this, Cloudhawk erupted into a string of curses. “Fuck your dead whore mother, Squall! You sackless piece of dog shit! I swear if I get my hands on you, I’ll rip you limb from fucking homeless limb!”

“Words are cheap, Cloudhawk. Come find me, if you can.” Squall was not bothered by the Warden’s brutal tirade. “I’m here for the girl, and anyone who wants to stop me is welcome to try.”

Ravenous Tiger snapped out of his fearful trance. His mind spun, looking for any straw to clutch so he might survive the Crimson One’s inevitable fury. Going back to Fishmonger’s Borough was a death sentence, so his one chance was the girl. Millennium Vale was protected by enchantments – spells that he could hide behind to keep him safe from the Crimson One, even Arcturus himself.

“Attack! Get her!” Ravenous Tiger called for his men. “We need her no matter the cost! Bring me the girl!”

The white-haired swordsman and a dozen other soldiers from Fishmonger’s Borough charged into the fray. Squall and Blackfiend answered with a hundred bandits under their command. Both groups charged at Cloudhawk and their small group. Things were dire – Blackfiend was enough of a challenge to handle Selene, and Ravenous Tiger had shown he was able to hold his own against the old man at the best of times.

That left Cloudhawk to take care of a dozen elite soldiers and a hundred bandits all on his own. He could tell that the ones from Fishmonger’s Borough – including the white-haired freak – were troublesome all on their own. The Highwaymen also had Green Snake and that weirdo Gremlin to contend with.

What goddamn nonsense! It was too much for Cloudhawk to handle even if he was in perfect health!

1. OH snap!
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In the end, helping Cloudhawk defeat the Crimson One had been a favor for a friend from bygone days. Squall felt a pang of guilt for taking advantage of their situation, but there was much in life that couldn’t be helped.

Millennium Vale was the wastelands’ greatest hidden treasure. If they wanted to have any hope of contending against the Elysian lands, Millennium Vale was the key.

Whether for the power that pulled Squall’s strings or his own self-interest, he had to take control of the valley before it fell into another’s hands. He especially couldn’t allow the Elysians to have it, a power that Cloudhawk represented. He was an Elysian demon hunter and traveled with others of his kind, so he couldn’t under any circumstances leave the girl with him.

Of course, none of the reasoning behind any of this was important to Cloudhawk.

Squall knew the young man didn’t have any ambitions to exploit the valley for himself. He just got tangled up in something much bigger than he thought. If you fell in a latrine, it was impossible not to get covered in shit.

Squall’s expression, however, remained detached. “You shouldn’t meddle in things that don’t concern you.”

Cloudhawk felt like his lungs would burst with all the nasty words he wanted to spew.

“You’re all arrogant now that you put on your big boy britches, huh?” Cloudhawk couldn’t for the life of him understand why he hadn’t shot Squall through the head when he saw him back in Boondocks. Now, the dickhead was here causing problems at the worst time. Softhearted and nostalgic people really left themselves open to getting screwed over. He kept screaming, “Face me one on one, punk. I’ll rip your ass apart with one hand behind my back.”

His taunts fell on deaf ears. 

Blackfiend crouched and then leaped into the air. He tore high over them like a dark arrow, surrounded in wisps of black energy. He hung at the apex of his trajectory for just a second before starting to descend like a comet. Cloudhawk and Autumn felt the threat he posed as stifling power washed over them. At any other time, Cloudhawk would have been able to protect them from Blackfiend, but the wounds and changes he was going through made his body stiff and hard to move. How was he supposed to protect her?

Autumn was utterly distressed and at a loss for what to do. Suddenly, she was a sweet pastry everyone was scrambling for.

She had a powerful relic now, but its strength was only apparent in specific environments. 

Her inherent psychic abilities were tremendously strong – strong enough to even contend against the Crimson One under the right circumstances. She’d proved that in Fishmonger’s Borough where she not only countered his green fires but nearly every guard in the city as well. The abilities of the flute helped her turn the desert beasts against her foes.

But, not this time. It all happened too fast. She had no time to prepare. And where would she find enough creatures to create a tide of claws and teeth to protect them?

A loud call arose as another phoenix roared to life. It spread its fiery wings before them as Blackfiend approached and took the creature’s first punch right on the head. A blast of dark energy erupted from its fist, punching a hole through the bird’s incorporeal form.

Selene’s phoenix detonated against the puppet, wrapping it in flames. However, though it managed to avoid most of the damage, the same could not be said for a handful of bandits who’d gotten too close. They screamed and flailed their arms, madly running through the battlefield as human fireballs.

Blackfiend wasn’t dissuaded, yet a flash of light from a sword kept it at bay. A celestial maiden dropped in from above to protect Cloudhawk and the girl.

Blackfiend was too slow to protect himself. Selene’s sword pierced it directly in the chest, pinning it to the ground.

Selene had abandoned the idea of chasing after her uncle. He had been gravely wounded, but she was sure the old snake still had a few tricks up his sleeves. Intercepting him all by herself wasn’t going to happen, nor could she turn a blind eye to Blackfiend’s flagrant attack on her allies. She had to make sure this immortal creature was kept busy.

Ravenous Tiger’s rotund girth came bounding forward next. He whipped the battleaxe right for the old man’s face, but it was deflected by the walking stick. The impact forced the cripple backwards a few steps, but then, his whole body quivered like an iron rod. After shaking for a moment, all the force of Ravenous Tiger’s blow was dissipated. It was another high-level martial technique.

“You’re lucky I didn’t kill you back in Fishmonger’s Borough. I don’t understand why you would be so willing to throw your life away – oh, yes. It’s because dying by my hand is a far more noble death than being devoured by Castigation fire.” The old man sneered mockingly at Ravenous Tiger. He turned his head and called to Cloudhawk and Autumn. “What are you two staring at? Run!”

Ravenous Tiger didn’t have time to bother with the crippled old fool. He brandished his battleaxe and flung himself at Cloudhawk.

“It’s not polite to ignore an old man like this!”

The drunk whipped his cane around as he spoke and smacked it against the governor’s weapon. By the last syllable, he’d whacked Ravenous Tiger with his stick a dozen times. Quick as the wind and fierce as thunder, he attacked even faster than Green Snake, with several times more force as well. His onslaught was like a hurricane with enough strength to tear down a castle wall. A pair of Ravenous Tiger’s men bounded over to help only to meet the business end of the staff themselves. In a stunning display of just how much power was behind it, both men were blasted into giblets by a single blow.

This also had to be another special technique using his true power.

Ravenous Tiger found the rain of blows hard to endure, so he made the tactical decision to back off. He glowered at the drunk with a dark expression. The old man was definitely no pushover, but the governor didn’t fear him. His stamina had to be spent after fighting the Crimson One. So, he ordered his men to go after the girl while he kept the boozer busy.

Keeping the portly man off Cloudhawk and Autumn was about all the old man could manage now, anyway. Whether or not the kid and that sweet girl could get away was down to luck now.

However, Autumn’s physique was only slightly better than a normal woman’s. How was she supposed to outrun a bunch of wastelander killers?

Highwaymen bandits and Borough warriors swarmed Selene and the old man. When she saw they would soon be surrounded, Autumn growled through gritted teeth, “Don’t worry about me. Get away. Don’t die for us!”

“Are you fuckin’ loony?” Cloudhawk cursed through ragged breaths. Every step felt like he was dragging a thousand pounds. Trespasser was holding him back, making his limbs feel like lead. However, his tongue was just as sharp as ever. “Do you know what you’re saying? They’re gonna use every cruel method they can think of to get you to tell them where Millennium Vale is. Day in and day out with no breaks. I’m pretty sure a delicate flower like you can’t handle that kind of punishment.”

Autumn felt a cold shiver run up her spine. She didn’t think she could either, but her indignation at his low opinion still flared. “That’s my business! Just get out of here!” 

She flung the words at him when a group of people suddenly appeared to block their path.

Autumn’s heart sank into the pit of her stomach. She wrenched a dagger from her waist with a shaking hand. If they really couldn’t escape, then she would take her own life. Staying alive would only mean suffering. She put the knife to her throat, but before it could be proven whether or not she had the courage, a strong pair of arms grabbed her from behind.

She was so startled that she dropped the dagger into the sand.

Cloudhawk flung his foot out and kicked the knife, caught it in midair, and sent it into the chest of one of the bandits closing in.

Autumn felt herself get picked up and flung over Cloudhawk’s shoulder like a sack of potatoes. She furiously beat her fists against his back. “What are you doing?! Let me go!”

As he carried her along, Cloudhawk managed to squeeze out a sly smirk. “Our account isn’t settled yet. Are you trying to die to get out of paying me? Not gonna be so easy, missy. No one owes me money. Besides, you’re a rare commodity. I’m not going to let someone else get their hands on you.

He was trying to hide his good deed behind a shitty reason. Autumn saw through it, but his words made it hard for her to feel or express gratitude.

All of a sudden, they were caught in a forest of swords, spears and spiked maces. They caught him all over, too fast for him to avoid completely. Autumn screamed helplessly.

Pain. Awful, stabbing pain stimulating his body.

Cloudhawk felt like every cell within him was set on fire, which also simultaneously filled him with strength. It was the innermost potential of his being called to the surface without the help of any relic. The human body was a font of possibilities, and that was where the true strength of the martial warrior came from.

Three years spent in Hell’s Valley had not been a waste. There, Cloudhawk had learned how to draw on this inner potential but never like this. In an instant, under duress, he felt everything inside him spring to life. He felt several times stronger than even on his best day.

Cloudhawk charged ahead. Brute force flung his body forward and shattered the weapons that tried to pierce him.

He pulled an exorcist rod from his waist and whipped it at a pair of attackers. They were immediately reduced to paste. The power he used wasn’t really psychic. He wasn’t resonating with any relic… but it was just as destructive.

Cloudhawk hugged Autumn against his shoulder with his right arm and whirred the exorcist rod menacingly with his right. He tore through a line of foes in front of them with a quick Spearhead, disregarding his own body. The unfortunate souls he crashed into, however, were the ones to pity. They were blown apart as chunks of bone and organ.

What incredible strength! It felt limitless!

Cloudhawk didn’t know where it would stop. He charged through the horde like a raging bull, breaking through any attempt to pen them in and leaving carnage in his wake. The men who tried to stop him quailed in shock and pain.

Was he even human?! Insane! Where was this average-looking guy getting all this power?

But, it didn’t matter how intrepid he was. There was no shortage of skilled fighters closing in, and they weren’t going to let him get away so easily.

Among them were a number of crack sharpshooters. When they had a target in their sights, the latter rarely got away. As bullets and arrows were loosed, Cloudhawk’s face hardened. Using nothing but his intuition, he jerked around to avoid being hit in critical spots. Still, easily half his body was struck by the projectiles and quickly turned dark with blood.

“Are you crazy? Don’t try to be a hero!” Autumn was nearly out of her mind with fear. “You can die! Let me go!”

Cloudhawk was drenched in sweat. His heart was filled with rage, which he gave voice to with a guttural roar. Bullets and arrows were spat out of his body and into several of the men around him. The wounds in his body began to heal fast enough to be seen by the naked eye like a dozen invisible hands were stitching him up.

Autumn was stupefied. Was… was he really a monster?

Suddenly, a sharp, burning pain spread across her bottom as Cloudhawk gave it a slap. She very nearly started crying.

“So fuckin’ noisy!” Even Cloudhawk’s voice sounded different. “You don’t get to tell me what to do!”

Green Snake saw his moment and rushed in to attack.

Cloudhawk skidded to a halt and, while still holding Autumn with one arm, swung his exorcist rod haphazardly to deflect Green Snake’s blow. He didn’t feel like he put much force behind it, but the swordsmen went reeling. In the same instant, skeletons summoned to the field by Gremlin closed in around him. A pair of swords hacked towards the Warden, leaving two deep wounds in their wake. Their swords shattered, however, and the gashes quickly healed.

It was useless! The attacks weren’t enough to slow him down!

The white-haired swordsman from Fishmonger’s Borough had arrived, though. He heaved his enormous buster sword towards Cloudhawk’s chest, using the same weapon that had neatly cleaved a boulder in two. 

The buster sword caught him. By all rights, even if Cloudhawk were made of iron, the blow should have torn him in half. Armor was useless, but even if it could, there was nothing in a human abdomen to stop a blow like this. Skin and fleshy organs couldn’t endure a direct hit. With this swordsman’s dexterity and power, he could easily cut through layers of armor to get at the critical organs beneath.

As the sword struck, Cloudhawk inwardly wailed in despair. But, while he was sure he would be cut down, he felt his body change. Every cell in that stretch of flesh immediately rearranged itself, turning the skin of his abdomen as hard as tungsten steel.

All the impact force of the sword caught him but didn’t leave a wound. Its power was diffused through Cloudhawk’s rapidly changing body, redistributed as though he were a series of interlocking springs. His flesh twisted and compressed grotesquely but did not tear. While the sword struck him with the force of a point-blank cannon-ball, he didn’t die.

Hack! Heugh!

Cloudhawk coughed up a mouthful of blood.

Autumn saw him spit up, but it wasn’t normal blood that came out. It was not red but an unsettling shade of purple – it was like no human blood she’d ever seen. She looked back up at him in surprise and found that the skin around his throat had begun to separate into something that looked like scales.

The inhospitable environment and circumstance had quickened Cloudhawk’s transformation.

Cloudhawk’s mind was a haze of anger and confusion. His eyes flushed red, and a chilling, bloodthirsty air poured from him. Born with an innate berserker tendency, Cloudhawk’s mutations empowered that rage to a much higher degree. The languid, indolent Cloudhawk was gone. He practically growled with every breath, and his whole body trembled like a wild and wounded animal.

His felt the strength inside him surge. In terms of sheer physical force, he felt like he could take on the old drunk blow for blow.

But, extremes came at a cost, and sooner or later, he would pay for this rush. Cloudhawk’s evolution was powered by potential and life force, and he felt himself slowly being lost to the beast inside.

“You’ve got skills. I knew you did, but you’ve surpassed my expectations.” Squall stepped out from the crowd. He looked over Cloudhawk’s wounded and bloodied form with a look of disbelief and bewilderment. “But, why put yourself through this? Leave the girl, and I’ll let you go.”

Cloudhawk clung to the last bit of clarity in the sea of rage that threatened to devour him. A hoarse sound from deep in his throat growled a reply.

“Fuck off!”


62 / Incident in the Wilds


When he launched his attack, the white-haired swordsman was confident in his abilities. Unless his target had some mysterious defensive relic, even a demon hunter couldn’t stand a direct blow from his buster sword. And yet, not only was the guy still standing, but he also didn’t even look injured. That should have been impossible!

Cloudhawk’s body continued to change in ways he never experienced or thought possible. His skin became red and leathery as though it’d been baked. Steam hissed visibly from his pores like he was some kind of steam locomotive. What’s more, several tumorous black scales appeared, and his normally black eyes became a vibrant green. The whites of his eyes were bloodshot, which gave him an even more violent appearance.

An instant transformation… some sort of shapeshifting mutation?

The swordsman did not believe in supernatural phenomena. After years in the wastelands, he’d seen all sorts of mutants and no small number of incredible creatures with strange abilities. Cloudhawk’s dramatic appearance didn’t intimidate him, and he refused to back down. The warrior shot at him like an arrow. Whatever demon this kid was, he would die today.

Sword held high, the swordsman jumped up only to come crashing toward his target with a vicious hack. His giant sword was aimed right at Cloudhawk’s skull. He was eager to see if the kid was as invincible as he seemed, see if he died like everyone else.

Cloudhawk’s mutated eyes glowed with a faint bronze light. Pulsing veins engorged until all the white was gone, leaving a pair of viridian orbs in a sea of blood. The white-haired man’s attack came crashing down, but Cloudhawk’s hand shot up to meet him and caught the blade in his grip.

A loud, ear-shattering clang rang out.

The dirt kicked up around them made the force of the impact obvious. However, Cloudhawk hadn’t budged an inch and was as solid as a statue. His whole arm had turned black and was enveloped in dull golden light.

A few drops of blood rolling down the blade’s edge was all that resulted from the blow, much to its bearer’s shock.

Squall, the swordsman – hell, even Cloudhawk was stunned. His body’s reaction was entirely instinctual and had no help from any relic. He stopped his attacker’s massive sword with his hand like it was nothing, and the wound it left was equivalent to a paper cut. He didn’t even lose a finger.

How was this possible?

Cloudhawk looked at the pitch-black thing his arm had become and found it unsettlingly familiar. His mind grasped at a faraway memory of when he encountered the Caliph of the Sands. The appearance of the demon had left a deep impression. Even heavy gunfire hadn’t left a mark on that coal-black skin. The similarities he saw in his arm were undeniable.

The white-haired swordsman stood there, dumbfounded. Mere flesh… as hard as steel.

He might have expected something like that from a master martial artist. They were able to draw true power from every part of their bodies, making themselves invulnerable almost instantly with enough skill. Otherwise, it might be seen in rare and incredible mutations. But, those sorts of creatures couldn’t be called human. Their constitutions far exceeded anything natural.

So which was he?

His thoughts were interrupted by a loud snap! His sword broke in two. The swordsman staggered backwards.

Cloudhawk flung the jagged upper half of the sword at its owner. The white-haired man protected himself just barely by pulling his broken weapon in front of his chest. However, the force of their collision actually shattered the remains of the buster sword, tearing him up with shards of metal. It was like he was caught in the center of an explosion. Injured, he was flung backwards while jagged bits of metal shot all around.

As the hail of metal came his way, Squall was forced to act.

He raised his left arm, and the tattoos scrawled on it started to glow. A strange sort of power swelled in his fist and captured the shrapnel in midair. They were stopped dead in a white circle like they’d been caught in a magnetic field. Then, gathering around Squall, they compressed into a jagged metal ball.

The sound of grating metal set everyone’s teeth on edge. It fell to the ground with a thud.

The white-haired swordsman half knelt on the ground, clutching his chest. He scrambled away from the freak in fear and amazement. He wasn’t human. He was some sort of monster!

Cloudhawk’s bloody eyes dragged across the battlefield. Soldier and bandit alike exchanged terrified and uncertain looks. Even wounded, they were sure the freak would kill most of them before being taken down.

How much potential was there in life? That was a question no one could answer.

From simple to complex, weak to strong, all through the ages, the miracle of life was revealed through unending evolution. Every moment life existed was an opportunity for outstanding things.

Cloudhawk understood. He could feel it. He had always been unique, but his circumstances weren’t. When Trespasser infiltrated his body, it wasn’t mutation so much as evolution. It was drawing out all the latent potential that had been lurking inside him since birth, awakening the deepest truths of who he was.

He’d always had these abilities. He was like Autumn, who was born with her power but needed the right opportunity for it to awaken.

He remembered that he never got sick in all those years scrounging the wastes with the old man. He rarely got infections or came down with anything for that matter. If those early signs were explained away as having a hardy constitution, then nothing that was happening now made sense.

Ever since he found the phasing stone…

Cloudhawk always had naturally increased healing and balance, and underneath that, an explosive berserker rage. With age and experience, he came to understand that wild power as something that galvanized his inner potential. It was the rough beginning of calling on true power. Therefore, the more he used it, the more it empowered his person.

Now, by chance, Cloudhawk’s potential was awakened further.

At this moment, every cell inside him was alive, working like components in a raging machine. With all of them working in unison, it gave every punch, every kick unimaginable force. He felt it in the burning heat within him that jettisoned steam through his skin. He felt it in his boiling blood. It was a forced upgrade from Trespasser, a blood frenzy.

However, the more powerful the engine, the more fuel it needed to sustain it.

Cloudhawk’s body couldn’t maintain this level of total stimulation forever. He was overdrawing his life energy and shortening his lifespan as a result. If he kept it up for too long, it would cause irreparable damage.

What’s more, Trespasser had made his body unstable. He felt like he would collapse at any moment. The longer this fight went on the more likely that became. He needed to get back in control. Otherwise, the consequences would be too dire to consider.

Autumn had no idea what was happening, only that Cloudhawk’s body felt burning hot against her. She was sure that it wasn’t a good sign.

The young girl from the valley was almost hysterical and didn’t know what to do, so it fell to Cloudhawk. He thought for a moment before putting her down on the ground. He picked up a dagger one of the bandits left behind, pressed it against her neck, and growled at Squall. “Everyone, back the fuck off or I open her pretty throat!”

Squall and Autumn both froze.

Cloudhawk went on, “She’s the only person who knows where Millennium Vale is and how to get in. You think all this effort would be worthwhile if she’s dead?”

Everyone around him shifted uncomfortably. This asshole was ready to bring everyone down with him!

Squall’s response was cool as a spring breeze. “I know you. You won’t do it.”

“Well, then you don’t really know me.” Cloudhawk gradually got his ragged breathing back under control. His body temperature started to come down, and his body’s systems were slowly getting back to normal. It came with a crushing sense of exhaustion, but he fought it off. “It wouldn’t be the first time I hurt someone to fuck someone else over, and it won’t be the last.”

Squall’s face was locked in a scowl. It didn’t matter how Cloudhawk changed. His toughness was bone-deep. If he upset him enough, Squall wasn’t convinced Cloudhawk wouldn’t do something rash. The wastelander might not look brave or willing to fight, but he was peerlessly stubborn. Pushing him into a corner was a good way to see the depths of his cruelty.

Squall’s mind raced as he searched for solutions.

Before he could, he felt something wash over him, a sensation that made his whole body shake. Turning, he saw a beautiful figure approach from the camp with a dazzling sword of light in her hand.

“What now?”

Squall shut his eyes and reached out for Blackfiend. He felt the puppet laying in the dirt, convulsing and unable to move. He was a mess of fatal wounds, each of which burned with pure, white light. It made the injuries difficult to heal. Selene’s holy sword was especially dangerous to beasts of darkness like that fiend. A thing like that golem was almost impossible to kill and can only be wounded. However, Blackfiend the Undying was too broken to be of any help right now.

Selene jumped and landed next to Cloudhawk. She reached out a hand, grabbed him, and flung both Cloudhawk and Autumn out of the crowd. She then threw her sword after them and cut open a path for her own escape.

They had broken from the encirclement. Gremlin’s stony voice could be heard over the din. “After them!”

However, Squall belayed the order with a shake of his head. “No, hold.”

Gremlin was clearly unhappy. Why were they letting them go? The woman was obviously exhausted, and while the young man was monstrous, his condition was unstable. They had him surrounded and probably under control.

Squall watched the three figures run towards the horizon. His brows were drawn tight, and after a few moments, he sighed. “Blackfiend is nearly spent after fighting the Crimson One. That woman and her sword of light are too much for him now. And I know Cloudhawk. He won’t deliver the girl to the Elysians. Let’s gather our strength. Then, we can deal with the matter… and we still have other important business to see to.”

The old drunk had also managed to escape. Ravenous Tiger looked over the aftermath of their battle, at the devastation that had wiped this settlement from the map. His dejected expression was almost caustic.

A figure approached. It was the young underboss of the Highwaymen. He was wrapping his left arm in bandages and looked at the grim governor with indifference. “This was a lost opportunity,” Squall said, cutting to the chase, “but we did defeat the Crimson One. Is there somewhere for you to go?”

“Are you mocking me?”

“No. Quite the contrary, I want to help.”

Ravenous Tiger glared at the young man. He had to be in his early twenties. He could already tell that Blackfiend might have been the Highwaymen’s leader in name, but when this lad spoke, people listened.  He wasn’t sure why, or how, but this youth had managed to make himself leader of a bandit army. He was anything but ordinary.

Squall’s voice remained flat and unemotional. “You only have one road before you now, anyway. Join us.”

Ravenous Tiger’s face twisted into a sneer of anger.

“Now, don’t rush to decline. You’re smart enough to know the situation.” Squall’s words were calm, not pushy. He was just stating the facts. “Join the Highwaymen. Combine our forces, and even the Crimson One would think twice before coming after you again. It’s your only shot. Either way, my invitation is open. Whether you accept or not is up to you.”

Ravenous was a smart and cunning man. After weighing the pros and cons, he had to accept that the kid was right. With nowhere left to turn, his decision was obvious.

Today.

The Crimson One’s true identity was revealed.

Today.

Ravenous Tiger swore allegiance to Squall and the Highwaymen.

When word of the Crimson One’s identity was spread, the news would tear through the Elysian lands like an earthquake. The union of Fishmonger’s Borough and the Highwaymen was also sure to change the dynamic of power in the wastelands.

As dusk fell, Squall stood outside looking over the dunes. The wind ruffled his hair as he stared into the distance, his eyes thick with fatigue and conflict. He wasn’t sure when this life he fell into would end, but some paths were set in stone. He would have to walk it to the end.

“I just want to help you.”

His gaze was cast far in the direction of Skycloud city.


63 / The Old Man's Identity


Cloudhawk found it difficult to completely relax, fearing that Squall would be hot on his heels. With no strength left to fight back, he and the others traveled as fast as they could with not a moment of rest and eventually reached Sandbar Station.

It was home turf for Cloudhawk, more or less. Hammont was an ally and commanded five hundred Elysian soldiers who would protect them. Skycloud’s borders were close, so they didn’t need to be afraid of Highwaymen influence or that of other wastelander organizations.

“I thought it would just be another mission. Ends up we almost got killed. We’re only still breathing because we got lucky.” Cloudhawk’s face was heavy with regret. “If I knew what was coming, I never would have agreed. It’s time for that girl to settle accounts and get out of my life!”

Cloudhawk griped about his sour fate the whole way back. 

This spineless child was absolutely shameful. No one, the drunk included, paid his whining any mind. Cloudhawk fell quiet when no one engaged him. But, whatever the case, Autumn’s name had become synonymous with trouble. He had to keep her out of sight. Otherwise, she’d just bring more problems down on their heads!

The first order of business when they returned to the Sandbar was to buy Autumn a mask.

In passing, Cloudhawk grabbed a soldier on patrol and instructed him to fetch the magistrate. He demanded that Hammont take several hundred soldiers and locked down the surrounding wilds for everyone’s safety.

However powerful their wastelander foes were, Cloudhawk was confident that he could manage so long as they were back at the Sandbar. The reaction he was concerned about now would from Skycloud. If the Elysians came for Autumn, they’d be in real trouble.

Skycloud was a breeding ground for capable fighters, not to mention their legendary older generation. Of people his age, there were enough to cause him concern. Cloudhawk wasn’t the least bit interested in tussling with them. He hadn’t received any rewards from Autumn either, so simply sending her away wasn’t an option. It was almost certain that she’d renege on their agreement the moment she got back to her people. What would he do then? Best course was to clamp down on the spread of the news and keep their heads low here in the station.

A lithe, short-haired woman was standing outside of his shop. She practically yelped in excitement when she saw Cloudhawk and the others draw near and trotted over to him. “Excellent! You’re back safe. I’ve been worried.”

Cloudhawk motioned for her to tone it down. Sending Oddball on a brief circuit to make sure they weren’t being followed, he led everyone into the store. It was nearing dusk, and patrons had all gone home for the day, which left Gabriel alone. He sat in his chair lazily knitting while the shop assistants busied themselves with tidying things.

I’m out here getting my ass kicked and this guy’s living large, Cloudhawk griped inwardly.

Gabriel sensed someone enter and knew from the sound of the footfalls that one was Cloudhawk. However, they sounded heavier like he was hurt. Judging by the gait of the others, two were dangerous fighters. He slowly raised his eyes, drawing them over the old cripple and the beautiful stranger. Gabriel looked back down to his knitting.

“Back, eh? Find what you were looking for?”

Hammont and Barb helped Cloudhawk to his favorite sitting chair. He fell into it with a sigh and a series of popping joints sounded. He felt like he might fall apart. The Warden sank into his chair like a puddle of mud and couldn’t move a muscle.

I’m done. Finished. Could I be paralyzed? He honestly couldn’t lift a finger.

Two days after the big fight, he wasn’t hurting anymore, but Cloudhawk knew Trespasser was still changing him from the inside. It had reached the point where things really needed to be addressed, so even though he was completely exhausted, Cloudhawk couldn’t delay. He responded to Gabriel in a weak voice.

“Yeah, we got the info. Turns out the Crimson One is that old fuck Sterling Cloude. No wonder he can found a church and fill it with demon hunters. Back in Skycloud, he was Knight-Commander of the entire damn Order of Demon Hunters. So what do you think? I’m awesome, making it back in one piece and all. If it was you, they’d be carrying you home in a little baggy.”

Sterling Cloude! Both Gabriel and Barb were floored by the revelation. Even the wildest imaginations wouldn’t have connected the Crimson One with one of Skycloud’s mightiest demon hunters. Sterling wasn’t as famous as his brother, but he was still one of the greatest warriors of their time.

He was one of the top ten most incredible demon hunters in all of Elysian history and was regarded as a living legend. Why run away to the wastelands? Why found a church, burn people alive, and contend against his own people? But, it was the truth, whether they believed it or not. Reality couldn’t be changed. However, the mission Skye Polaris tasked Cloudhawk with was to uncover everything, so his task wasn’t finished yet.

“This is big news. When word gets out, it’s hard to guess how Skycloud will react.” Cloudhawk gently rubbed his temples. He thought about what was back in the Elysian lands waiting for him. The mission was given by Skye, but he was damn sure Arcturus was keeping an eye on what they found out. How closely he was paying attention was the question. “We gotta keep this under wraps, for safety. Fatty.”

Hammont jolted to attention, his fat quivering. “Your faithful servant is here. What is your command?”

Cloudhawk fished out his demon hunter token and threw it towards him. “You need to get to the border and find their deputy commander, Drake Thane. Tell him what I told you and make sure he goes directly to Skye Polaris with the information.”

Magistrate Seacrest’s face immediately flushed bright red, and beads of sweat popped out of his fat head. He almost ran to obey. Giving him a mission this important was certainly a reward for his service. Deputy commander of the border forces was a station far outside of Hammont’s purview, and the news he was trusted with was going to even more important ears after that. What an unprecedented gift!

“Yes, of course! Right away! Your humble servant will let nothing stop him in completing this important task!”

Afraid that Cloudhawk would rescind the honor, Hammont bowed and scraped, making lofty promises before throwing on his helmet and veritably running out of the store. He was off to prepare his departure.

Barb then spoke to Cloudhawk, a note of skepticism in her voice. “Are you sure this fatty is reliable enough for a mission this important?”

“The meatball might look dimwitted, but the rolls don’t match the filling. He’s a smart one.” Cloudhawk shook his head. “Since he’s no one important, he won’t attract notice. His unit here is under the border guard’s command as well, so no one will think twice if he heads over there to give a status report. As long as we’re not sure how Skycloud will react, he’s the best choice for the job. If he disappears all of a sudden, then we know to get the hell out of dodge.”

No one knew what to say. This guy was heartless.

When it came to Sterling, it was best to make doubly sure that their asses were covered. He was a great man in the eyes of Elysians, and though he might have defected to the wastelands, he sure as shit had people in Skycloud to do his bidding. Dealing with their small group wouldn’t be hard if they got the drop on them.

Selene stood by, face expressionless. From the moment they entered the safety of the shop, her eyes had been glued to the old man. She abruptly changed the topic of conversation. “How long are you going to play dumb, Lord Vulkan?” [1] 

The old man had just opened a bottle of wine and was inhaling its intoxicating aroma when Selene’s words made him jerk. He tried to play it off by taking a swig from the bottle like he wasn’t involved.

As he came to think about it, Cloudhawk wondered why this old man had been so mysterious this whole time. Did he also have something to hide?

The demon hunter looked about at the confused expressions surrounding her. She raised her hand, letting the tattered sleeve of her cloak fall back. Power from her Burning Angels caused the shop’s interior to grow noticeably warmer. “Vulkan was once the highest officer of the Temple’s templars. He was the bearer of the Dawnguard, commander of hundreds of holy warriors. His respect was shown by the title they gave him: The Warrior Saint of Skycloud.”

“Skycloud Warrior Saint”? Fuuuuuck! What a kick-ass nickname! Cloudhawk was blindsided. What an appropriate title for this cranky lame old ball sack! 

Gabriel was also stunned. Although he and the others had learned a great deal about important figures while studying in Hell’s Valley, their knowledge was restricted mostly to city officials and powerful families.

The Temple was always an enigma. It was taboo to go poking around for information. Although it didn’t have any obvious power, everything it did influenced the lives of all Elysians. The Temple was a direct route of communication to the gods they held dear, but that also meant they were aloof and mysterious. Even Hell’s Valley, for all their supposed independence, didn’t dare throw their weight around when the Temple was involved.

Cloudhawk’s mind turned to Dawn Polaris. She was a templar, wasn’t she?

That terror of a woman was trouble enough, so what was this rotten old coot capable of as their former leader? He used to be the sort whose footsteps would rattle the whole domain, so what happened to turn him into… this?

“The Warrior Saint of Skycloud? Heh... hehehahaha!” The old drunk smoothed the spindly white hairs that remained sprouting from his dirty scalp. He had a look of indifference, like they were talking about another life. “I’m just a cripple, another abandoned soul out in the wastes. You flatter me, Lady Cloude.”

He was careful to keep his words respectful.

Selene kept her eyes fixed upon him. “What happened all those years ago? What turned you into a drunk, sad, old man!?”

Everyone’s attention was on him. He sighed. The guise was done.

The old man tipped the bottle back and loudly finished off its contents before answering. “This is a serious matter, not as straightforward as Baldur’s death. Are you sure you want to know? Heed me, children – don’t blame me for what you hear. Sometimes, it’s better to live in ignorance. There are some things that you cannot escape once you become involved.”

“That big a deal? Fuck it, then!” Cloudhawk warred against his body to flop out of his chair. “I got shit to do. I’m out.”

Selene glared at him. Autumn’s stare was as keen as daggers.

Under their deadly looks, Cloudhawk obediently collapsed back into his seat. Inwardly, his heart was full of resentment. Why is trouble always following me around? A former Warrior Saint turning into a character like this is not going to be a happy story. Why is living a lazy and comfortable life so fucking hard!?

1. Whew. Ok. The old man’s name is 坤离. The first challenge is deriving the name’s proper meaning. The first character – “kun” – is used to denote a feminine aspect to something. “Li”, the second character, means to leave or diverge. Neither of those made sense for the character, so after more digging, it is discovered that both “kun” and “li” are characters for two of the eight trigrams in Taoist practice. They are ascribed to earth and fire respectively. Because of his mystical and martial nature, this made more sense, and his personality fits the elements of earth (tough, defensive) and fire (forceful, destructive). However, the challenge was finding a western-themed name to go with this very eastern philosophy. We went with Vulkan to evoke the image of a volcano, the fusion of earth and fire. It is also the Roman iteration of the Greek god Hephaestus who was born with a crippled limb.


64 / The Drunkard's Sad Past


Templars were guardians of the Temple. Through a strict selection process, they gathered only the strongest fighters. Ten templars could wipe out a cell of heathens on their own. Fifteen were like their own army. A hundred were said to be capable of razing entire cities. Templars were only under the command of the Temple and no other. They were the strongest fighting force in Skycloud.

That being the case, it was easy to imagine the respect and ability of a man who once led their order. Even the governor had to show some deference.

It was too much for Cloudhawk to believe that this withered, crippled, smelly old pervert was this “Warrior Saint.” But, he had to admit the sharp contrast between the man and the title made him curious. What had happened to the old drunk to knock him off his golden pedestal, if he really was Vulkan. He was washed-out, gutter trash.

Cloudhawk had to admit that he wanted to hear the story. However, curiosity killed the cat – or so they said. It was just as deadly to people too.

He tried to avoid things like this. Whatever truths or secrets were behind the curtain were more than he cared to know. You had to be crazy to want to. Only under Selene and Autumn’s hateful stares was he forced to do the stupid thing.

Whatever. It’s a story, I’ll just make sure to wipe it from my memory later. If they wanna dig themselves into a hole they can’t crawl out of, it isn’t any of my business.

Vulkan went on to tell the story of the events from years ago. He and Baldur were lifelong friends, having pulled each other from death’s jaws more than once. The old man knew him well and recognized that he was a unique soul. He didn’t have the same overwhelming abilities as his brother, but in terms of talent, they were equally blessed. 

As a member of the Cloude family and a master demon hunter, he had the right to demand any top-level post he desired. Only, Baldur was a special sort of man. He appreciated freedom and never liked the yoke of command. His strong personality and explorer’s spirit were unsuited for military life. So, he instead became the leader of the people’s demon hunter guild, the Inquisitor-General of the League of Demon Hunters. For years, he wandered, following a strong sense of justice and a drive to help those in need. In his days, he was known as the savior in white who would come to wash away wrongdoings. The people called him Skycloud’s greatest Paladin, a title of admiration and respect. His easy and approachable persona earned him adulation wherever he traveled.

Everything that happened after was because of who he was. 

Baldur was a man of firm conviction – a true warrior of god. He spent years traversing Skycloud and roaming the wastelands. Everything he did was in pursuit of righteousness and defense of the weak. Hunting demons was his attempt to strike evil at its root and erase it from the world for good. It was his way to fight for a real and lasting peace for his people.

As a master demon hunter, his abilities were second only to Arcturus Cloude. Before long, news of his actions in the wastelands spread. His stories were sung far and wide. His brilliance knew no bounds. With Arcturus guiding the people from within and Baldur defending the people from beyond, the Elysians were assured centuries of peace!

However, Baldur was often gone on these missions. In his travels, he uncovered many historical monuments and ancient sights. He cavorted with countless heretics and was faced with things no ordinary Elysian was forced to face. Perhaps it was inevitable that he would become lost.

Through his one-man war against the demons, Baldur learned that the beasts were not merely the hideous creatures they seemed to be on the surface. Much of what he learned about them was eerily similar to the legends of his own gods. The more he learned, the deeper these parallels ran.

How could gods and demons share so many similarities? How had the world become such a broken and strife-filled place?

Baldur sought knowledge through ancient tomes and remains of the old world. He learned about an old and mysterious civilization that once ruled the land in a world very different from the one they inhabited today. They were not separated into wastelands and domains as they were now, and the human population was a great and burgeoning presence. All of this changed when a cataclysm ushered in an age of chaos. The gods and demons arrived after.

What was the relationship between these two races? What caused the apocalypse that burned that great civilization and the whole earth with it? And the gods and demons? What were their motives? Why did demons seek to eradicate humanity, and why did the gods endeavor to help the latter?

Merely asking these questions was tantamount to treason for an Elysian. Even if these thoughts occurred, they would never dare give voice to them. To seek answers was unthinkable. However, Baldur was a man of adventure with a thirst for knowledge, and he resolved to learn the truth of it all.

“This was where the tragedy of Baldur’s life began.” The old man opened another bottle and took a drink. “I remember that day. Baldur came back looking for me, still dusty from the road. He claimed to have proof of something incredible, so incredible that it would change the whole world if people knew.”

Selene couldn’t keep herself quiet. “What was it?”

“That gods and demons were one and the same, two identical seeds from the same fruit. Only, when the seeds sprouted, they become two completely different plants. Yet, while they might look different on the outside, their essence is indistinguishable. There is no difference at all between them.”

The old man’s claim took their breaths away, even Cloudhawk’s. He’d never met a god, but he had seen a demon with his own eyes. How could they be the same?

Of course, what was stunning to Cloudhawk was an earth-shattering accusation for the others! Were they to believe that the demons – who were responsible for so much agony and tragedy in human existence – and the gods who protected and provided for them, were the same? How could they accept such blasphemy?

Had Master Baldur really said such unthinkable sacrilege? The suggestion was more sinful than the actions of any heathen!

Gods and demons were as incompatible as fire and water, it was an age-old truth. Stating otherwise seemed wholly ludicrous.

The old man’s face darkened. “I was a templar. I pledged my life and loyalty to the Temple and all it stood for. How could I question the gods? I can see in your faces that you feel the same way I did when he told me. So, I refused to help Baldur and advised him to stop his foolish search immediately, as a friend. But, I knew even then that he’d strayed too far from the path. His doom was certain.”

Barb was sweating, her heart pounding in her chest. “What did he say?”

“He said that if we didn’t know the truth about the beings we worship, we would never understand their motives. What would our faith be then?” The old man shook his head and gave a bitter laugh. “Heh… but if he listened to my suggestion, he wouldn’t be Baldur.”

Cloudhawk was the next to interrupt. “What a stubborn idiot. Like father, like daughter...” He hardly got the words out before a fierce and violent gaze immediately made him shut his mouth. Selene’s face was as inscrutable as ever, but her fists were clenched so tightly that Cloudhawk was afraid she’d break her own fingers. She looked back at the drunk, who continued.

“Baldur left disappointed, but I knew he wouldn’t give up his quest. Sure enough, word came to us that a demon had appeared in the wastelands. Baldur, evoking his title as demon hunter, left to face the beast. Later, people would use his disappearance to spread rumors that he had defected and joined the demons.”

The demon had to be none other than the Caliph of the Sands.

“It wasn’t long after he left that I was approached by one of his people, a general of the League who said Baldur had been ambushed and was on the verge of death. While I didn’t approve of Baldur’s actions, we had been friends all our lives. I couldn’t stand by while he was in danger. So, I struck out from the Temple without orders and took a company of templars to save him.”

Here, the old man’s face grew hard and bitter.

“We followed the demon hunter to a place out in the wastelands, but we never found Baldur. We were ambushed. I was gravely wounded, and all my men were slain. I was forced to use a technique that consumed the better part of my life force but managed to escape. I later came to learn that the demon hunter who brought us to the ambush escaped to Fishmonger’s Borough and took the name Ravenous Tiger.”

“Well, no wonder you wanted to kill that piece of shit,” Cloudhawk blurted out. “But, if you were so mighty, who could hurt you so badly?”

The old man answered with a wry smirk, “What Elysian do you think would have such ability?”

“You don’t mean Arcturus...,” Cloudhawk replied.

The old man said nothing.

“Fuuuuck! Are you for real?!”

Cloudhawk scowled. That asshole again. After meeting him, Cloudhawk had to fear and admire the old fox’s shrewd nature. He, thankfully, had never faced the full extent of the great demon hunter’s power. All he knew was that he was always called the greatest demon hunter who ever lived, but what did that mean? He knew the scholarly governor was not a weak man at the very least.

Only after facing the Crimson One did Cloudhawk even start to understand what men of their level were capable of. If Sterling was already so strong, what sort of power did Arcturus wield?

It was a striking thought. Far from coming to his brother’s aid, Arcturus stopped the templars who went to save him. Vulkan was almost killed on the spot to silence any loose ends and avoid suspicion. But, what did all of this have to do with the governor? Why get involved to the point where he didn’t even care if his own younger brother lived or died?!

Cloudhawk’s head was spinning.

By now, the old man’s eyes were hazy and swimming from the drink. “The more you try to hide things, the guiltier you are. That’s what I think. More I ponder on it, the less it seems those lofty gods up there have pure motives. And the demons don’t seem as evil as we always said they were. Whatever the truth, it’s too late now. Baldur’s dead, and I’m a cripple, another abandoned soul out here in the wastes.”

Selene’s Burning Angels creaked as she clenched her fists. “Don’t you want revenge?”

“Revenge? Aside from the Temple and the guy who’s been gone for years, who in Skycloud would stand against Arcturus Cloude? You know, once I calmed down and thought about it, I’m not sure I would have done any different if I were in the governor’s position.”

The others exchanged silent glances.

“Arcturus is master of the domain – not just because he is strong and wise, but because he does what others won’t or can’t. He is willing to shoulder responsibilities that would crush anyone else. Whatever truth Baldur found would have caused chaos in our domain. Think about it, what would you have done in Arcturus’s shoes? It still isn’t clear how Baldur died, but if you are honest with yourself, you can see he brought it on his own head. He was too obsessed, saw things too simply. It was obvious he was beyond redemption, walking down a road that led into darkness!”

“And me? I was a victim who learned more than he should of by accident, and I almost died because of it. I hate Arcturus for killing my disciple and crippling me, but I can see why he felt he had to. I can’t seek revenge, nor would I. Skycloud can lose any citizen except for its governor.”

“I hate Baldur too. What’s so wrong about living in ignorance? Is the truth so important?! But, damned if I don’t admire him! He was unstoppable when he had a goal, even if he knew it would kill him. He followed through. If I live a thousand years, I could never be a man like him.”

“So, do you understand now? There are some things that really aren’t worth knowing. Ignorance is bliss.”

That was how a glorious warrior became a crippled vagrant. Faithless, honorless, powerless. This old man with nothing left of what he used to be tottered back onto his feet and hobbled on his ruined leg towards the door. The others watched him go, hunched as though the weight of the world hung around his neck.

Cloudhawk watched him go, speechless. In his heart was just one thought. Damn… incredible. For all my shit luck, it pales compared to what happened to that old fool!


65 / Tasks That Must Be Taken


Night crept over Sandbar Station. The borderlands town was a sea of twinkling lamplight.

Ever since Elysian soldiers were stationed in the outpost, things had become calm and stable. Morale was better, and the markets had become a safe and lively place even after dark.

A withered and unobtrusive figure sat in a corner, cradling a bottle of alcohol with an iron walking stick resting by his side. He took gulps of the foul liquid while keeping himself upright. Wisps of his dwindling white hair swayed comically as he did so. His bloodshot eyes, dim from drink, stared into the light of a fire in front of him.

Passersby hardly looked at the pathetic beggar as they traversed the market.

There was nothing strange about a crippled drunk in the wastelands. You could throw a rock and hit six just like him. The old drunk sloshed the bottle’s contents in frustration and then threw his head back and drank its contents all while miraculously avoiding falling backwards. When he reached the final drop, he smacked the empty bottle against his teeth to draw out its savory contents.

It would be unthinkable if the truth was sitting right there. This sad drunk was the same man who, just six years ago, shook heaven and earth with what he could accomplish. Now, he was a casualty of the wastelands like so many others. He chucked the empty bottle away and had another handed to him before the first hit the ground. He took a couple of gulps, smacked his lips in contentment, and only then noticed the figure who had come to block his firelight. She was dressed in a ragged cloak that hid her face, but her ratty clothes couldn’t hide her majestic air. A pair of eyes – bright and as clear as the full moon – looked down on him with clashing emotions.

“Thank you,” the old man managed to say. He spared her a brief look. “Do you know what you’re gonna do next?”

“Continue,” Selene replied.

It didn’t really answer his question. How was she supposed to continue? Continue tracking down her father’s murderer? Continue her father’s search for answers?

The old drunk didn’t ask. He already guessed the answer. She was so much like her dad. He opened his mouth and another slurred mess of words spilled forth. “I know a place… might be where Baldur’s remains are buried. You might as well look for your answers there. After all, you’ve gotten strong… but you haven’t inherited his full legacy yet.”

Selene turned the question back on him. “What’s your plan?”

“Me?” The drunk chuckled, revealing his yellow teeth to the firelight. The mirth died away just as fast as it came. “Now that I’m out here, there’s no plan to go back. Nothin’ back in the Elysian lands for me – nothin’ to do with me anymore. Not interested in getting involved in your mess either. That lad Cloudhawk has the right idea. Gotta say I’m interested in his secrets, though.”

Selene looks him over for a minute before continuing in her soft voice, “You of all people should know that, sometimes, destiny makes a quiet life impossible. Cloudhawk is one of those people. The more he runs, the more tangled up he gets. He tried to escape the wastelands by going to Skycloud, and this is where that brought him. He ran away from the Elysian lands for the comfort of the wastelands but found us instead.”

He filled his mouth with another gulp of booze. “Well, I’m eager to see how he fucks both places up. Hehehe...”

Selene wasn’t here to convince him of anything. He was in this condition because Baldur dragged him into it. How else could one of the most illustrious characters in Skycloud end up drunk and despondent on a wastelands street corner? This old man wasn’t that grand Warrior Saint anymore. He was half-dead, both in body and soul, and was waiting around for time and booze to finish the job. No one was going to help him except himself.

Selene returned to the shop. When she got back, Cloudhawk was already gone.

Gabriel was in a corner, absorbed in his knitting when she walked in. He didn’t even raise his head. “He went to Adder’s bar for a drink.”

[image: ]


Cloudhawk walked through the streets with a belly full of bitter complaints. He was surrounded by freaks and psychos!

An insufferably stubborn woman hellbent on revenge, a down-and-out drunk, a literal psychopath, and a scramble-brained nitwit. The only one even halfway normal was Barb. Things were unbearable!

Cloudhawk wasn’t sure what life had in store for him in the future, but the prospects were making him anxious. He decided to drink the edge off at Adder’s bar and speak with Luciasha.

She was a good, normal, common woman. She wasn’t involved in any crazy shit, so Cloudhawk hoped spending some time with her would make him feel better. There, he had no burdens or pressure to deal with.

He was looking forward to a quiet drink when he walked into the bar. The scene he was met with almost made him jump back.

Luciasha was tending bar while a familiar man was speaking merrily with her.

The two seemed close, laughing and talking without a care. The young man she was with had his back to the door and was leaning on the bar with his right arm. A bandaged left hand held his glass of alcohol.

“Squall!”

“Cloudhawk, you’re back!” Luciasha was excited to see him again. The last few days since he’d been gone, she’d missed his presence. She was surprised when Squall had arrived out of the blue and predicted Cloudhawk would be showing up as well. Now, he was here just as he said. “What a coincidence you two would show up together. We should all have dinner together!”

Cloudhawk stared at Squall with his eyes narrowed. His face betrayed nothing, but he walked in a way to make his weapon more easily accessible. If it was just Squall, Cloudhawk was confident that he could handle him, but the Warden had already spotted the masked man nearby. His tar-black skin and burly build gave him away immediately. The pulses of resonance Cloudhawk felt from him just confirmed it. Blackfiend.

Cloudhawk had walked into a situation he was ill-prepared for.

Luciasha, happy and oblivious, bounded off to prepare some food. She didn’t notice anything out of the ordinary.

The two men, meanwhile, sized each other up for a second. Squall finally smiled. “Think we can talk over a drink?”

Cloudhawk shrugged. “I can’t refuse Asha when she looks so excited.”

Squall nodded. “Take a seat.”

They chose a nearby table and sat across from one another.

Inwardly, Cloudhawk was working out Squall’s motive. He had to admit, the guy was getting harder and harder to see through. Was he here to try and abduct Autumn? Was he here to show that he had access to Asha? However, he had to know his Highwaymen didn’t have any power in the Sandbar.

A smile still played on Squall’s lips. “How are you feeling?”

Cloudhawk rolled his eyes. “Cut the shit. I’m fine. What I want to know is why you didn’t follow us the day before yesterday. I’m telling you, I’ll rip pieces off you and make sure you suffer before you die if you brought your people here.”

However, Squall shook his head. “If that was my intention, would we be sitting here chatting?”

“Food’s here!” Luciasha’s sing-song voice interrupted them as she approached. She placed a carefully prepared assortment of food and drink on the table, all full of smiles and excitement while wringing her hands in her apron. “Tuck in!”

Squall made a show of taking a deep breath to take in the pleasant scents. With a sigh of appreciation and a grateful expression, he said, “Smells amazing. You made this yourself? You’ve got a talent for it! The man that eventually wears you down will be a lucky one.”

A blush crept across her cheeks. 

Cloudhawk didn’t say anything, but he did snatch up a fork and started to eat.

What a change from the day they met three years ago…

Their meal was interjected by a deep and magnetic voice from behind. “Luciasha, your friends are back?”

The thirty-something-year-old man with a buzz cut and a scar over his eye was unmistakable. The large black cloak hung over him like a shadow. His presence was definitely striking. The man took in the two youths with an expression of interest. “You two. No wonder our girl is so excited.”

Cloudhawk responded through a smirk, “Ey, it’s you? Better late than never, right? Come! Sit! We’d love for the bar’s owner to join us for a glass or two.” [1]

The rickety table was laden with fragrant food and refreshing drink. Four people from four different backgrounds sat around it, each harboring their own secret thoughts. They talked and laughed over drinks, and anyone who walked by might think they were just old friends catching up.

Three rounds later…

Squall rose to his feet and patted his head. “Well, this was a blast. It’s been years since I’ve had so much fun over a pint. Thank you very much, Asha, for the hospitality. Cloudhawk, Adder, it was fun. We should do it again sometime.”

In such a hurry to leave? Luciasha begrudgingly stood up to send him off. Squall graciously accepted with a smile but stopped for a moment to spare a glance for Cloudhawk.

“Things have been crazy out there lately. Take care of yourself.”

“Oh, don’t worry. I know what you mean. I’m gonna make damn sure things stay straight on my end. But you, hard to keep your face clean when you’re out on the road all the time. Make sure you keep an eye out.”

“Heh… I’ll keep that in mind. I’m sure we’ll run into each other again soon.”

Squall threw his hood over his head and stepped out into the night. Blackfiend followed after like a loyal puppy. Cloudhawk watched him go, this simultaneously familiar and completely foreign character, and sighed to himself. What would he be when they met again? Friend or foe?

“Hey Asha, there’s something Adder and I need to talk about.”

Luciasha understood and busied herself with clearing away the empty plates and glasses.

Adder had spotted the subtle tension between Cloudhawk and Squall, but he was smart enough not to bring it up. After all, things were less interesting when you stripped them of their mystery. Once they were alone, Adder looked over this young man with his black eyes and raven hair. He didn’t speak. He was waiting for his guest to make the first move.

Cloudhawk didn’t beat around the bush. “I accept your mission to infiltrate the Dark Atom.”

A flash of surprise crossed Adder’s normally inscrutable eyes. “Why the sudden change of heart?”

“I thought about it for a while after you made the offer,” Cloudhawk said, acting dumb. “It sounded like a good opportunity for me. If I tell the people back in Skycloud where their base is hidden, you can bet your ass I’ll be rewarded. Tithes and titles, am I right? What am I doing kickin’ around here if that’s what’s on offer? Must say, I’m interested in that weapon you were talking about as well.”

Adder narrowed his eyes slightly. “Are you sure?”

Cloudhawk knew he couldn’t trick Adder, so he obfuscated, offering half-truths and partial explanations. “I have my own reasons too. Got my own business to handle with those folks, so two birds with one stone – you know what I’m saying? Mutually beneficial, as it is. I help you out, I get paid.”

Adder fiddled with a ring, turning it around his finger as he pondered for a minute. Eventually, he answered, “This is a serious matter. I spent a lot of time and resources getting this information. If you don’t get what I’m after, it’d be a serious loss of my investment, you understand? I’d be thrilled if you take the mission, but I’m going to need something suitably expensive to hold as collateral.”

Fuck. As slippery as ever. How did he know what I was thinking?

Cloudhawk didn’t give a shit about Adder’s mission. He was just accepting it to get information on the group’s headquarters. Once he got there, his only interest was to somehow convince them to deal with his condition. Whatever primeval weapon Adder wanted was just background noise. But, the old snake seemed to have taken that into consideration and wanted to make sure Cloudhawk would hold up his end of the bargain.

“I don’t really have anything valuable.” Cloudhawk paused as a thought crossed his mind. He then pulled a metal-bound book from his clothes. “I’ve got this, the Gospel of Sand. I can leave this famous relic with you to ease your mind if you like.”

The Gospel was indeed a precious, even priceless artifact. Cloudhawk still could only command a tenth of its power. 

But, you had to be alive to use a relic, and the only way to gain sometimes was to pay the appropriate cost. Cloudhawk was out of options. He handed the book to Adder, who looked it over. The barman was knowledgeable and knew the artifact was a worthy trade. It was probably the most expensive thing Cloudhawk had on him.

“Come with me.” Adder brought Cloudhawk back to his secret room and retrieved a map from a hidden compartment. He placed the map in Cloudhawk’s hands and said with a grave expression, “Everything we know about the Dark Atom is right here. Remember, your first priority has to be stealing that ancient weapon and leaving as fast as you can. The Dark Atom is a more dangerous foe than you can possibly imagine.”

1. What is this, dinner at the Boltons?


66 / Separate Assignments


The wastelands were full of groups vying for power, quietly lying in wait and gathering strength. All of them feared Skycloud and the destruction they represented, and so they did whatever they could to avoid detection. The Dark Atom was the only organization to ever dare openly defy Elysian supremacy and have done so for ten years without being destroyed.

When not enacting grander plots, the Dark Atom harassed their foe with terrorist acts. Assassination attempts, bombings, sneak attacks on patrols, poisonings, sabotage… all the way down to petty theft. However, their dirty tactics were always small scale, never enough to cripple the behemoth that was Skycloud domain. On the contrary, it really only served to stoke the flames of hatred Elysians had for wastelanders and made them a more unified enemy.

More than once, Cloudhawk suspected Arcturus was holding back and was allowing the Dark Atom to keep up its antics. The occasional threat from an outside force kept his people vigilant, united, and strong. Peace made a population soft, but conflict ensured they were supplied with a steady stream of talented people willing to do their part for the good of the realm. These terrorists also served an important role as scapegoats.

Cloudhawk learned the hard way back in Hell’s Valley that there was a lot of bad hung around the Dark Atom’s necks that they weren’t responsible for.

Of course, Cloudhawk didn’t have any insights into what that lofty bastard really thought. He was a worm by comparison, nor did he have Baldur’s diehard drive. He was content with a superficial understanding and living every day in ignorance. That was his goal.

The Warden thought on how to get inside the terrorist stronghold. The Dark Atom was famously strict in their operations, and from what he could tell from the map, their base was hidden away in dangerous territory. His sneaky tricks might not even be enough to get him in.

What worried him most was his less than sterling reputation with the group

Walking up and asking for help was the same as throwing his head in a noose. Suffering in their care only to eat a bullet instead of receiving treatment didn’t sound like a good time.

On the other hand, the Dark Atom wasn’t your typical wastelander outfit. Not just the peripheries, but at its core.

Most wastelander crews, at the end of the day, were just a bunch of tough guys.

The Dark Atom took pains to gather scientists and engineers, hundreds of them. These informed and clear-thinking people were sure to see things differently. They were of a different quality, at their core, an authentic Seeker powerhouse. And from what he knew of Seekers, they tended to be calmer than sweepers and other sorts. He just needed to find the right way, and maybe he could sit down with them for a relatively friendly conversation.

Well, there was no sense in sitting around. Time was wasting. Adder led Cloudhawk to the door once all relevant matters had been discussed. 

As he was leaving, Cloudhawk felt a familiar sensation. An alluring figure walked towards him from a dark alley, dressed in a ragged traveler’s cloak. Even in the dim light, he could see the gleam from her eyes.

Adder stared at Selene as she approached. She answered him with a sizing glance of her own.

When their eyes met, the force of it seemed like clashing blades. He narrowed his eyes and gave a chuckle. “Another friend of yours? You sure like to surround yourself with interesting characters. I’ll be here, waiting for news of your success.”

With that, Adder stepped back into the bar and shut the door behind him.

Selene watched him go, unblinking.

It was the first time the two met, but each could immediately sense the power in the other. Adder hadn’t expected someone of her caliber to travel in Cloudhawk’s circle, and Selene hadn’t expected a man like him to call this small border town home.

“I’m leaving.”

She didn’t waste time with pleasantries or small talk. But what if the Crimson One came back? Abandoning them now seemed selfish. That meant they only had the old drunk to rely on, and his former power was a memory. He couldn’t compare to the Bloodsoaked Queen.

“Don’t worry.” Selene’s posture said that his business was none of hers and also that she saw the anxiety in his face. There wasn’t anything this guy wouldn’t do to save his own skin. She explained herself, “The Crimson One already had old wounds to contend with that hadn’t healed, and he has now gained new ones from our fight. He’s likely glad I didn’t go racing off after him right away. I think the chances are high we won’t be seeing him any time soon.”

“Really?” Cloudhawk was skeptical, but Selene was ever the sort to speak her mind. She never gave him cause to think otherwise. “Then, I’m not worried.”

“But, it’s too early to take things lightly,” Selene said. “There are many organizations with their eyes on that girl and the treasure she represents. Those out in the open are nothing to fear – it’s the dark forces in the shadows you need to look out for. If I were you, I wouldn’t keep Autumn around. The longer she is by your side, the more likely trouble will come to find you. The sooner she’s back in her valley, the better.”

Cloudhawk nodded and then asked, “You talk about dark forces. Are you saying that other than the Highwaymen and Fishmonger’s Borough, there are other groups that pose a threat?”

“Be it the wastelands or Skycloud, there are more dormant organizations looking for their opportunity than you can imagine. If you think the ones you met are the only people interested in Woodland Valley, think again. But, I haven’t been active in these parts for years. I don’t know what might have cropped up in the interim. But, there is one man I can tell you to be very wary of.”

“Who?”

“Zephyr.”

The name tickled something in the back of Cloudhawk’s mind. It’d come up in Skycloud and then again in Hell’s Valley. It was often spoken in connection with Dawn, Selene, Frost – that group of talents. It was safe to assume this Zephyr was like them.

Selene sighed like she’d just remembered something upsetting and then continued in somber tones. “Zephyr is my cousin, Sterling’s only child. He’s meticulous, careful. The people of Skycloud have always had high expectations for him. Only, he disappeared from the public the same time his father did. His whereabouts are unknown even to this day. Now that Sterling has been wounded, I wouldn’t be surprised if he sends his son after you.”

Here, Selene paused to heave a sigh.

Zephyr was her cousin and, at one time, was the closest member of her family. She’d been so different when she was young, lively and mischievous, and it was Zephyr who was always there to stop her from getting into too much trouble. Her cousin always struck her as a warm, caring person. Like a spring breeze. Handsome, tall, friendly, witty – but not scheming.

Where was he now?

Would he feel resentment for the actions of a past life?

Cloudhawk rolled his shoulder, suddenly uncomfortably aware of their exposure. “Is this Zephyr as strong as you are?”

“Last I knew, he was significantly below my grade of training.” Hearing this, Cloudhawk’s expression still wasn’t pleased, but he wasn’t terrified at least. Not being as talented as Selene didn’t mean he wasn’t a threat. She then added, “But, he is several years older than I am. Therefore, he’s been training longer. In a full-on fight, I’m sure I could take him one on one.”

“Fine, enough, I get it. Your family is a bunch of monsters and disaster follows wherever you people go. Geniuses apparently crop up in clusters like mushrooms now.”

Selene couldn’t help but smirk at Cloudhawk’s uncomfortable state. A flash of affection crossed her eyes, though no one saw it. “You are just as talented as I am. You just weren’t fortunate enough to have good guidance or resources. Under those circumstances, reaching the point where you are now after three years is no easy feat. But, the stronger you become, the more burdens you’ll be expected to carry. This is fate. There is no running from it.”

“Forget about me. Have you thought about yourself? You can’t spend the rest of your life looking for vengeance.”

For a brief moment, she paused in contemplation, her beautiful face crinkling as she thought. Aside from the young man before her, no one else had ever really caused her to show hesitation or confusion. To everyone else, she was like an angel, above such paltry human troubles like “indecision.”

“I suppose I’ll cross that bridge when I get there. I can only focus on the road ahead. Failure or success, it doesn’t matter. I just have to keep going no matter what enemy is before me. My blade won’t stop.”

“What if it was me? Would you cut me down?”

“Without a second thought.” [1]

Selene laughed when she saw Cloudhawk’s face twist uncomfortably as though someone had just kicked him in the balls. She laughed more with him in the last few days than she had in the last several years. She continued in a heart-melting gentle tone.

“So, you must get stronger. If we do draw swords against one another someday, at least don’t let me kill you. My conscience might object.”

This lady was quick.

“Yeah… yeah. Since you put it that way I’ll make sure to spare your life when the time comes.”

Selene didn’t know whether to laugh or curse. You gave the kid an inch, and he always took a mile. All this nonsense they were spewing… had it been so long since she’d had a proper conversation with someone that she could no longer stop herself once she’d started 

Selene shook her head and said nothing further. She bid her friend goodbye and turned away. The silver moonlight hugged her body as she walked from him with light but determined steps.

This woman… always off on her own, so full of conviction once she thought she knew the answer. When she made up her mind to do something, she did it – no matter if there were miles of mountains and rivers in her way. Cloudhawk didn’t have that sort of perseverance. Quite the opposite, he avoided trouble like the plague.

Speaking of trouble, he had to figure out what to do with the biggest pain in his ass.

Autumn and Barb were back in the shop having dinner. The old drunk was also there, lost in the bottom of a bottle. You couldn’t get that guy away from his drink for more than a minute. With the amount he was drinking, it wasn’t a question of whether it was affecting his life expectancy. He drank enough on the regular to drown a bull.

“Hey, old timer, cheer up will ya?” Barb picked at her food while trying to offer the drunk some guidance. “Put your faith in miracles. Doesn’t matter how bad the wound, there’s always a way around it. Always a way to heal. So, why haven’t you searched for treatment all these years? You’ve got to know alcohol isn’t going to cure your troubles.”

The old man answered with an inebriated chuckle and then slurred, “Yer right, my condishun isn’t irrecovrabul… jus’, about as easy as kissin’ my own ass is all. The gods themselves could come n’ wash their hands o’ me.”

“How do you know if you never try?” Barb retorted.

To this, she earned a dramatic roll of the eyes. “What does an ignernt pup like you know anyway.”

“Well, why don’t you come along with me to Woodland Valley, grandpa?” Autumn was struck with an idea. The old man might have been crippled and half dead, but he was twice the man that bastard Cloudhawk was on his worst day. He’d already given up on Skycloud, so why not go back with her to her tribe? Protected by someone strong like him, they wouldn’t have to fear for their safety. “We’re the Shepherd’s chosen, good people. We’d take good care of you, and who knows? Maybe we can find a way to heal your injury.”

Barb was displeased with her methods. She was a firm disciple of the Warden. “He’s a guest brought here by his Excellency. You can’t just poach his people like that.”

Autumn paid no mind to her protests. The more she thought about it, the more she liked the idea. She continued, “I just need you to bring me back to my people. I can promise you all the top quality alcohol you could want. Our floral wines are unmatched.”

Irritation bloomed on Barb’s face. This woman was going too far. His Excellency had gone far out of his way to help her, and here she was trying to steal away a powerful ally. She was so ungrateful!

“She’s so sincere. I’d take her up on the offer.” Cloudhawk walked in, stepping over a floor filled with empty bottles. “Shit, I can’t have you taking advantage of my hospitality anyway. Do some work if you’re gonna drink me dry like this.”

The old man paused. “You’re sending her back?”

What bullshit was this? This girl was an enormous pain in the ass. If she stuck around any longer… Cloudhawk shuddered to think about what other sorts of trouble would come knocking.

“Barb, Gabby, you two should go as well.”

Autumn set her bowl down and stood. “You’re really sending me home?”

“What the hell would I keep you here for? What are you gonna do, warm my bed? Give birth to my children?” Cloudhawk impatiently waved her away like he was shooing a fly. “It’s done. The drunk, Barb, Gabby, you three are responsible for getting her back to the Vale in one piece. Gabby, make sure she pays what she owes. Not one Ebonycrs short, you hear me?”

Autumn was thrilled at the prospect of getting back as soon as possible.

It was obvious that Cloudhawk was sick of the trouble she brought with her and didn’t have even the slightest intention of keeping her around. He was damn near elated she would be out of his hair. But, for better or worse, they’d had an adventure and faced danger together. His flippant disposal of her was something she found infuriating.

Cloudhawk made it clear it wasn’t up for discussion. She wasn’t staying here a second longer than she had to.

Her heart was full of contradictions, but they faded when she thought about her people and the suffering they were going through. The quest she’d set out to complete was done. The relic of their patron god was recovered. What’s more, she was being escorted by the far more reliable drunk and the demon hunter Barb. Gabriel was demonstrably insane but was, perhaps, not evil.

With these three and the Shepherd’s flute, she was confident the monsters would be taken care of. As for Cloudhawk? If he was so eager to stay behind, then fine!

The only thing that was ever on that bastard’s mind was Ebonycrs anyway. 

I’ll make sure you regret the way you treated me!

1.  Ouch


67 / Overtures


Woodland Vale was a miraculous place, separate from the conflicts of the wastelands and Skycloud. Back in the day, a utopia like that was exactly the sort of place Cloudhawk was searching for. Now, he looked back at that desire as naive. There was no place where humans lived that was peaceful.

That said, a place like Woodland Vale was a rare sight in the post-apocalyptic world. Cloudhawk would have liked to take a look, but the rapidly changing state of his body made that impossible. He had to give up the chance for his own well-being and put his fate in the hands of the Dark Atom. Only their scientists could help him at this point. Yet, at the same time, Autumn couldn’t spend any more time out here either. They had to split up.

Before the others left, Cloudhawk made sure to reiterate the most important thing: Gabriel had to make sure to get payment in full. If he could find a way to squeeze more out of her, then he was to do it. This was their ticket. They might never have to work again.

Rumor was it that Woodland Vale hid a treasure the likes of which the world had never seen. What a shame it would be if they were to find the motherlode and come back empty-handed.

Cloudhawk prepared plenty of alcohol for the old drunk. Barb was still untested, and although Gabriel was strong, he was famously… unstable. The old man was more level-headed even half-drowned in wine. He was the one responsible for whether they made it to the valley safely.

Autumn didn’t say a word. She didn’t even say goodbye.

Cloudhawk didn’t get this girl. There was always something off between them. Wasn’t her whole thing that she wanted to get back to her valley as fast as possible? So why the fuck was she all huffy after he arranged for a crew to help her do exactly that? The girl’s brain was too scrambled for him to figure out. But whatever, he didn’t care how willful or obnoxious she was as long as she paid.

The travelers left for Autumn’s home under the cover of night.

A gourd filled to the brim with alcohol hung on the drunk’s back. Half a dozen more sloshed around hanging from his lizard mount. He and the others used the fog of early morning, before the sun rose, to muffle their steps and conceal their departure. He led the front while Gabriel and Barb took up the rear. Autumn was nestled safely in between. That was the marching order for fifty kilometers or so.

Soon, the sky was painted with morning light. They paused for a moment to let the mounts rest.

By the time dawn rolled around, the old man had gone through three bottles of alcohol. His ruddy cheeks and blurry eyes showed that he was already mostly sloshed. His hand rose to throw an empty bottle out into the desert when he suddenly stopped. The glass container slipped from his fingers and out into the air, followed by a squeal.

The bottle stopped and then split right down the middle a moment later. Its two neatly severed halves hit the ground with a raspy thud.

A black fog rolled in, spreading towards them. A figure bundled in darkness could be seen in its midst. Only its glimmering eyes and the long straight blade in its hands were clearly seen. Those eyes were fixed on the drunk.

“Careful!” Barb just caught on to the change in the situation. She slung the exorcist bow off her shoulder and gripped the string. “It’s an ambush!”

Fifteen or so masked men appeared from the surrounding wastes. They’d been preparing their attack for some time, but no one could tell how long they’d been nearby before the drunk spotted them. If they could get this close and avoid detection, they weren’t normal bandits.

Their masked leader gestured with his hand. His men leaped at the travelers like hungry shadows.

Barb released her first arrow. It sheared through the chest of her target. However, even before the first victim hit the ground, his companions had closed the distance. Barb didn’t have time to draw her bow a second time. They were like ghosts, soundless as they dashed through the pockets of darkness not yet burned away by the rising sun. It was a hair-raising scene of which they were on the receiving end.

But as the masked men jumped towards them, they went limp in midair. Sturdy bodies became formless chunks, spurting blood as they fell. 

Gabriel’s fingers danced as he controlled the threads of his relic. Two more of their attackers had their throats opened. With a tug, the blonde-haired demon hunter finished the deed, and a slight breeze pushed their severed heads from their shoulders. The brutal scene left Barb breathless. It was the first time she witnessed what Gabriel was capable of.

His fingers continued to pluck and pull. A dozen threads slithered through the air at his command. They were practically invisible even in full daylight and were impossible to spot now.

Closing in from all sides like a dragnet, Gabriel left no space for the masked leader to escape. His threads spiraled tighter, but as he closed his fist to shred his target, the man in black dissolved into mist. 

In the same instant, Autumn heard a muffled thud from nearby. She turned her head to see a creeping black mist and within it, a long sword stabbing her way. Gabriel scowled, surprised to find that their foe was a demon hunter. What’s more, the man’s skills were nothing he’d seen before. He was a step too slow to protect Autumn from the surprise attack.

The deadly gleam of the man’s sword drew closer.

A hand shot forth from his side and grabbed the weapon.

When he turned his face to see who interfered, the masked man was met with a wide, yellow-toothed grin. He didn’t know when or how the old man had gotten so close, but he found he couldn’t wrench the sword free of his grasp.

The old man pulled his arm back and whipped his open palm towards the masked man’s head.

The instant before it struck, the drunk felt his other hand release. His target had reengaged whatever strange power and turned both himself and his weapon into mist. What a strange and incredible power – the ability to teleport over short distances and ignore obstacles. An assassin with these capabilities was a deadly threat.

Barb swapped her bow for an exorcist rod and made to give chase.

“Don’t.” The drunk shook his head discouragingly. “He’s wearing the Wraithrobe. We can’t catch him.”

Barb was curious about this stranger’s power. “Is it a relic? How does he shift around like that?”

The old man seemed to know quite a lot about it. “It’s not really shifting, more like a short-range speed boost that also lets the user slip through the smallest cracks. However, they can’t get through something tightly sealed. Out here in the wastes, with that robe, if he wants to run, there’s nothing we can do to stop him. We’ll just leave ourselves exposed.”

The Wraithrobe was once the possession of a demon hundreds of years ago. The fiend was an agent of much chaos and destruction, although it was considered of only average strength among its kin. Despite this, it took a dozen veteran demon hunters and two masters to eventually destroy it. That relic is one of the reasons why it was so hard to kill.”

The old man stopped to rub his chin, lost in thought. “Far as I remember, the Wraithrobe was kept hidden in the Elysian lands. I hadn’t heard anything about it being given out to a demon hunter. Who on earth could this person be...?”

“It doesn’t matter.” Gabriel didn’t care. He stopped channeling Shadethread and retracted its filaments. “We have to keep going.”

He was right. Whoever those people were, they were definitely after Autumn. Thankfully, they’d underestimated her entourage. Now that it was obvious they were being hunted, who knew when there might be a second attempt, and a third? Staying here was foolish. The four travelers quickly went on their way.

[image: ]


Sandbar Station. Adder’s bar.

Adder himself stood behind the bar today and was using a rag to dry a set of glasses that’d been freshly washed. Luciasha sat beside him with her chin in her hands, smiling excitedly. “Cloudhawk and Squall have grown so much. Strong, too! I’m so happy for them. I just hope we can get together again soon.”

Adder offered her a warm smile. “They both care about you a lot. I’m sure they’ll be back when they can.”

Luciasha nodded. She appreciated how lucky she was that in this cruel world that she’d met so many good people. She didn’t have any wild hopes or ambitions. She was happy to live just like this, surrounded by friends and living a mundane life.

Adder hung the crystal-clear glass on the rack hanging over the bar with the others. He shared a few more words with Luciasha before retiring to his room. Moments after shutting the door, a dark mist seeped into the room, and a masked man emerged.

He pulled the scarf down, revealing a face so ordinary that it would be hopeless to try and pick him out from a crowd. There was dried blood at the corner of his mouth. He’d been injured. That old drunk was a shadow of his former self but was still more than most could handle.

Revenant’s low voice whispered through the room [1], “Cloudhawk is not with them, but the others are strong as well. The old one is a highly skilled demon hunter. I was forced to retreat.”

“Understood.”

Adder’s face wrinkled in thought but soon relaxed again. 

“Should I get more people and try again?” Revenant asked.

“If even you cannot overcome them, then none of my people can.” Adder shook his head and abandoned the thought. He pulled open a drawer and placed it on a nearby desk. “Anyway, a more pressing issue has arisen. We can put our plans for them on hold for the time being.”

Revenant nodded. “What is the new mission?”

Adder picked up the letter once again and threw it with a flick of his wrist. The easy motion sent the thin paper hissing through the air so fast that it seemed able to behead a man. 

Revenant deftly snatched it from the air and looked over its contents. Surprise came over his typically flat affectations as he came to understand Adder’s meaning. It would be odd if he wasn’t surprised given the gravity of what he read.

“This is what you’ll do. Go to the wall and give the troops stationed there all the information we have on the Dark Atom.”

“You want the Elysians to go after them. Didn’t you just send Cloudhawk? The item we sent him to retrieve...”

“Things are much worse than we thought. Now is the time, and we must act accordingly. Cloudhawk is not a reliable agent, and some risks are necessary. Now go.”

“Yes, sir.”

Revenant nodded before melting away into fog.

Adder walked towards a window and pushed it open. The morning sun had already risen, and a warm breeze caressed his face as the darkness of his room was dispelled. Its light made his harsh, sharp features appear even more ruthless.

1. I had to search for ages to remember what I called this guy. Remember, no throwaway characters.


68 / The Volcano Dwellers


To the southwest of Skycloud was a place its maps referred to only as “no man’s land.”

Out in that stretch of the wilds, ninety-five percent of all living things were mindless hunters, beasts killing to survive. There was nothing unique about that, but there was a reason for its special designation.

It was home to the Blisterpeak mountain range. [1]

As its name implied, the Blisterpeaks were a treacherous area. It stretched a hundred kilometers and boasted a hundred active volcanoes. Every day, a dozen of them erupted with varying intensities. Scouring heat and deadly magma were intrinsic features. It was a hellscape of blackened ground, and the air was choked with toxic ash. So thick was the gushing smoke from these volcanoes that it blotted out the sky and turned the Blisterpeaks into a lifeless expanse.

Yet, even with a name like “no man’s land,” this inhospitable place was not uninhabited. What sort of people could survive in an environment like this?

Life was tenacious and stubborn. From seething fissures to baked deserts to ice-covered tundra, life eked out a way. Somehow, it managed the impossible and adapted where no life should be possible.

Out among the Blisterpeaks, deep among its peaks and valleys, was a tribe that has so far remained unknown to the rest of the world. They were a small group – numbering only several hundred. It was impossible to know how long these people and their ancestors have lived here, only that this had been the land of their people since the old stories.

Coal was one of them.

Any living creature would need to adapt to live here, and humans were no exception. Their skin had thickened to better deal with the intense heat, and their noses had mutated to filter toxic dust from the air. In times of extreme famine, they could subsist off of charcoal and other minerals. Heat from the volcanoes was swallowed up inside them and converted into vital energy.

The elders always said they were normal humans. But, to anyone from the outside, they would undeniably be considered mutants. Coal didn’t know what a mutant was, of course. Really, he didn’t know what defined someone as “human” either.

Their old tribal leader was the most knowledgeable among them. He had once traveled the burning fields and the smoke-filled chasms all across their territory, having experienced the dangers of the outside world for himself. Once, the chief had even shared his experiences with Coal. He said it was like another world out beyond the Blisterpeaks.

The air wasn’t poisonous, he said. There were no volcanoes constantly threatening destruction, and the earth did not quake as though in a constant rage. He told Coal that the sun burned unmasked, shining upon vast tracts of cool sand. Fresh, tender things grew up from the ground that you could eat. You need only pluck them for yourself.  And meat – lots and lots of meat for the taking.

It sounded impossible to Coal. He had always thought the whole world was endless fields of lava just like his home.

The old chief’s tales filled Coal with a yearning. It had been three years since he last found a plant to eat. Meat? There was some in the mountains, rare creatures like fire salamanders, but the chief always turned his nose up at those things. He said their bodies were foul, sour, toxic. Out there beyond the mountains, the meat was sweet and nourishing.

“If the outside world is so nice, why did you come back?”

The old chief’s body was a map of scars. He’d lost his left arm at some point, and something had smashed part of his head flat. When Coal asked the question, his battered face fell, and he was silent for a long time. Eventually, he took a deep sigh and spoke.

“Coal. Out in the world, there is something dangerous, more dangerous than the magma earthquakes, worse than fire salamanders, harder to see through than the ash clouds. Do you know what that is?”

Coal shook his head, to which the old man lifted a gnarled finger and pointed it at his chest.

Coal did not understand his elder’s meaning at first, but when he asked, the old chief said that the outside world was filled with evil men. To them, Coal and his people were like monsters. If they were not strong enough to defend themselves, they would be taken away.

This explained the elder’s many wounds, Coal observed.

Coal then made a decision in his heart. He would train, become strong so that no one could trouble him. He wanted to be like the old chief and travel far into the outside world so he could feel the sun on his skin and eat his fill of delicious food. It was decided; no matter how hard or how much effort was needed, he would see his wish granted.

Coal lived down near a volcanic lake. From birth, his tough skin could survive a brief touch with the lava, but after training, he could then stand immersed in it for two whole breaths – then three, then five, then ten. Eventually, that grew to twenty to thirty breaths without any harm coming to him.

However, protecting himself from being burned wasn’t enough. His body needed to be strong, fast, and agile.

Coal had naturally grown into one of the of tribe’s strongest men. He was able to pick up an object as big as himself and throw it clear across the lake. But still, he was not satisfied. After training, he could throw objects twice his size, then three times – then five times as large and as heavy as himself, thrown just as far. Every day, he became stronger.

No one else in the tribe was his equal.

However, his kin thought him mad. Eventually, they refused to deal with him at all.

Coal did not lose heart. It only pushed him further away. He no longer spent time with his people and instead trained with every available moment. His body grew stronger than ever, able to stand in the middle of an erupting volcano’s spray or able to wade through the lava lake and eat the fire salamanders on the other side.

No concept of time existed for Coal. His life was training, day in and day out. Each time he thought of leaving, his mind would turn to what the chief had said, and he would return to his grueling regimen.

Until that day.

Coal found a fire salamander’s nest and stole in for a meal. But, there were no lizards. Instead, there was something else he’d never seen before. It was alive like a salamander but was different. It was scavenging around, digging through the ash and comparing things it found. Clearly, it was a creature of some intelligence.

Coal had seen nothing like it. It was new, interesting. He crept closer to try and get a better look. It wasn’t very large, about his own size, with black coarse hair sprouting from its head. Its skin was fair, soft… rather like the stories the chief used to tell.

And then…

The creature realized Coal was standing there, nearby. Just as Coal was mesmerized by the strange thing, Coal’s own hulking frame froze it stiff. It recovered and pulled out a tool, something like a bow though there were no arrows. But when the creature pulled back on the string and released, a beam of light shot out and struck him in the chest.

Pain!

Terrible pain!

Once Coal trained his body to tread lava, no creature had caused him this much pain. When the strange beast pulled back the string for a second shot, Coal was afraid. He curled his fingers into a fist and prepared to strike back.

His enormous fist slammed into the ground, leaving behind a crater several meters deep. Yet, when he pulled his hand back, the nasty beast that stung him wasn’t there.

Behind. Coal tried to turn around but wasn’t fast enough. The creature had a stick with it too, thick and black, which it used to whack against his body. Coal reeled backward from the strength of it, filled with fear and surprise. This was all new, unexpected. The blows of this tiny creature hurt terribly. Flee. That was the only thought in his mind.

Desperately, he swung his palm to swat at the smaller thing. It struck rocky ground, sending shards of rock into the air but not the creature. It split apart into many more creatures that looked just the same. Coal kicked and punched and slapped, not knowing which way to turn.

The outsider with the black fur brought its stick down on Coal’s head so hard that he thought he might fall over. He clutched his head and cried out for mercy in his people’s tongue.

Hearing his wailing cries, the creature stopped in confusion. It put away its terrible weapon and warbled something.

“What sort of creature are you? A mutant? Can you speak?”

Coal paused. Those weren’t words from his language. This was… the language of the outside that the chief had taught him.

Coal struggled to remember what he was taught. He could understand a fair amount, but speaking was hard. He did the best he could. “Coal no fight… Coal! No fight!”

It was a misunderstanding!

Cloudhawk had found the awful mountain range by following Adder’s map. When he turned around and saw the giant sneaking up on him, he thought he was being attacked. Only terrible monsters could possibly live in a nightmare expanse like this. Cloudhawk, true to his nature, attacked first before asking questions. He was surprised to find that the giant was tough, tough like a mountain. It took a shot from his bow and two blows from the exorcist rod to injure the critter. However, he didn’t see any wounds.

Was this thing supposed to be human?

If he was to judge by appearance alone, the thing looked more like a demon.

Cloudhawk struggled to communicate with it and eventually learned that it called himself Coal. The Warden was here looking for the Dark Atom, but the mountain range was tricky and easy to get turned around in. He was getting ready to retrace his steps when he ran into one of the Blisterpeaks natives.

Coal found out that this creature was an outsider, just like the ones the chief spoke about. He was excited but nervous. He wasn’t sure how to properly treat his new guest, so he did what he thought best. Coal charged through the lake of lava to snatch up a fire salamander hatchling. It was some of the best fair available in the Blisterpeak ranges.

When Cloudhawk saw him jump and walk through the lava like nothing, his jaw almost hit the floor. What the actual fuck was this guy made of?! Thousands of degrees of heat and he was wading through it like it was a goddamn hot spring!

Coal presented Cloudhawk with the salamander that was filled with oozing, poisonous glands.

Was this thing even edible? His stomach could be made of cast iron, and he wouldn’t be able to handle this thing’s rotten meat. The poison coursing through it would lay him out without question, but the mutant seemed to love it.

Cloudhawk shook his head before producing a hunk of beef and tossing it his way. “Try this.”

Coal looked at the fresh chunk of meat with wide, captivated eyes. Fresh… food? He’d never seen the like, but he was not worried. He and his people could eat rocks if they needed to. From the look of it, the food was tasty. He tenderly snatched it up, took a tentative bite, and trembled all over from delight like a child tasting candy for the first time.

The chief wasn’t lying.

Things from the outside were even better than he imagined!

1. The name is “worried mountains”. “On tenterhooks” is a phrase meaning to be anxious about future events. Tenterhooks also look a little like mountains, except I’m just kidding. I translated a few chapters ahead and took another look at the characters, only to realize the word “焦灼” can mean both worried and “blasted” or “seared”. I’m leaving this note here as an interesting example of how I can screw up. I still think Tenterhooks was clever too.


69 / A Blisterpeaks Village


Cloudhawk was here in the asshole of nowhere because that’s where Adder’s intelligence said the Dark Atom was hiding. Even with a map and directions, he still got lost.

Whatever. No matter how detailed, a map was just a piece of paper. He was a creature of three dimensions, so a piece of paper wasn’t going to give him accurate instructions on where to go.

The Blisterpeaks were as complicated and inhospitable as they came. No roads or buildings served as landmarks, so it would be difficult for anyone to find where they were going even with a map. Adder said he dispatched several people but none returned, and it seemed likely that they’d died out here. Lost, like him. 

Thankfully, Cloudhawk had Oddball’s help. The bird gave him an overview of the area that matched the map more closely, but it was a laborious process. Despite his efforts, the Dark Atom’s headquarters remained hidden so far. Instead, he found this… person. He called himself Coal. His body shape was humanoid, but he was definitely not normal. Highly mutated would be a generous description.

He looked more like a living boulder. One of his arms was thicker than Cloudhawk’s waist.

Coal was about three meters tall and hairless from scalp to sole. He didn’t wear a stitch of clothing, but his skin was more like a stony shell equivalent to several layers of sturdy armor. It had a sort of saffron hue, was pitted and cragged, and had scars in various places. If he stayed still, he might easily be mistaken for a boulder.

His stony skin was different from other mutants as well. It was very distinctive.

A unique characteristic of the Volcano Tribe was the natural shell that covered them. It was a special mutation developed from generations out here in this highly irradiated, high-heat environment. From birth, their skin began to secrete a substance that hardened over time to protect them.

Members of the Volcano Tribe also had a robust digestive system. They subsisted off carbon and any other natural minerals they came across. In particular, they preferred highly radioactive items that were rich in energy. Not only did it make them stronger, but any excess was stored for use over the long term.

Year after year, day after day, the skin of these mutants hardened into a shell.

At first glance, Coal’s skin was almost indistinguishable from rock, but it was actually harder than Elysian tungsten steel. That was shown when Cloudhawk couldn’t break through it with two hits from his staff and a shot from his bow. All he got was a yelp of pain. 

Coal’s skin protected him from pretty hefty blows. As one might imagine, it was just as effective in protecting him from the heat. Cloudhawk watched him walk through fuckin’ lava.

His mouth and eye sockets were unique too. A sturdy membrane protected him from volcanic ash and blasts of heat. Mutants out here had developed incredible ways to survive among these broken mountains.

It was certainly an eye-opening discovery. If someone would have told him a creature this highly mutated was out here somewhere, Cloudhawk would have laughed them off.

Coal was strong – real strong. He’d punched into the floor a goddamn hole that was three meters deep. Most anyone would be flattened by a punch like that. Even the old drunk would have suffered terribly. Such an incredible constitution reminded him of his fight against the Caliph and how tough his skin had been. [1] Even without the powers of a demon hunter, Coal could probably use brute force to exert his will in most places around the wastelands.

But all through his life, Coal had never left his mountain range. He knew hardly anything at all about the outside world and seemed timid when confronted by it. Especially after feeling what Cloudhawk could do, Coal had become frightened of the people from the outside. He had wanted so much to see the paradise that waited out there, but he put the idea aside. Maybe after another four to five years, he would consider it again.

Cloudhawk had prepared a number of things in his special storage space before leaving on this journey. Many of the things he pulled out for Coal were things the giant had never seen. Cloudhawk produced them as though by magic, a wondrous feat as far as Coal was concerned. Uncooked, the meat he offered would have been hard to swallow even for Cloudhawk. But for Coal, whose people were fond of rocks and volcanic glass, it was the most amazing thing he’d ever tasted.

Coal’s round, boulder-like face was eager and expectant. In halting English, he jabbered on for a long time. As far as Cloudhawk could gather, it was about how great the outside world must be and how much he envied Cloudhawk for being lucky enough to live out there.

The Warden was understandably surprised by his new friend’s praise. He was always taken aback when he found someone who actually wanted to live in the hellhole he came from.

But looking around, Cloudhawk could understand why the mutant would feel the way he did. Lucky and unlucky were always relative. You might think a man with three square meals was lucky. But even someone with only enough food to keep him alive felt lucky sometimes, for there were those who were sick and dying, or missing arms and legs. 

It was all a matter of perspective. Cloudhawk mulled over the revelation for a time.

Coal polished off five whole sides of beef before his belly was satisfied. He didn’t understand why the chief said outsiders were bad. This one wasn’t. He shared delicious food, and sat and spoke with him for a long time. It’d been such a long time since he’d spoken with anyone…

“I’m looking for someplace. A lava waterfall. Do you know anywhere like that?”

Afraid his companion wouldn’t understand, Cloudhawk gesticulated dramatically with his arms while he talked. Coal understood but knew of no such place. He indicated such by awkwardly scratching his rock-like head with his finger. The scratching sound it produced made Cloudhawk wince.

“You don’t know, eh?”

Coal thought for a minute, and then, something occurred to him. “Ch…. Chief!”

After a pause, Cloudhawk pressed him. “You mean your chief might know?”

That was exactly what Coal was thinking. He lumbered to his feet and trudged away with Cloudhawk trailing after. A few minutes later, they came to the base of one of the volcanoes where a gorge had formed. Inside was an unassuming, spartan village set up in the lava caves. A black semi-fluid substance flowed all around, oxidized lava.

Cloudhawk could feel the heat and radiation all around them. This place was choked full of it. It made him actually itch. He figured it would only be a matter of time before anyone out here would become mutated.

Due to the inhospitable environment and sparse resources, one couldn’t imagine a sizable population being supportable. The fact that anything survived out here was a miracle of life. Living out here was like walking on thin ice, always inches from disaster. If you weren’t quick enough on your feet, you would perish. Both the volcanoes situated on either side of the village constantly oozed streams of red lava. Plumes of smoke rose above, and from time to time, they would belch a massive cloud of toxic fumes. The fiery mountains here were all still very much active, and very dangerous.

As they approached, Cloudhawk spotted more members of the Volcano Tribe. They were quite a bit smaller than Coal – two meters or so tall. Their crusts were also thinner and not as complete as his. Truth be told, the discovery was a relief to Cloudhawk. If they were all like his friend here, what a terrifying race they would be.

To them, Cloudhawk was like a completely alien species.

They poked their heads out from their rocky dwellings as he passed, looking at him like he was some kind of monster. It was a strange sensation to suddenly be the center of attention for a bunch of mutants and still feel like you were the freak.

Cloudhawk pulled more food from his phase stone and passed it out to the natives. After some trepidation, they tried it, and the flavor was met with great delight.

It was like these poor folks had never tasted something tender in their whole lives. When had they ever had a chance to see Elysian-made weapons and tools? More villagers came trundling over with excited yelps to see what was happening.

Coal was practically giddy. To him, Cloudhawk’s arrival was like a miracle, a gift from the gods. How else was this young outsider able to produce so much delicious food from nowhere?

From the village center, another villager came, this one covered in jet-black rocky skin. Among these mutants, age was best determined by how dark their shell was. Coal’s was a sort of reddish-orange, bright and vibrant. He had to be younger. The man who walked towards them now – covered in chips and gouges, even missing an arm, a dent in his skull – his skin was as black as night. He had to be some sort of village elder.

“Young man, how you find this place?”

Unexpectedly, the chief was almost a master of Cloudhawk’s language. He spoke ten times more fluently than Coal’s broken attempts. He sized up Cloudhawk with a guarded and vigilant expression.

“I’m looking for a city hidden in a volcano.”

Cloudhawk’s words came as some surprise to the chief. Among his people, there was a legend that spoke of a prosperous city below the Blisterpeaks. It was supposed to be an incredible city of abundance, able to feed tens of thousands. But, it was only a legend. If such a place existed, the people of his tribe would have found it years ago.

Cloudhawk continued, “According to what I know, the entrance is hidden behind a waterfall of lava. If I can find this waterfall, maybe I can find a way into the city.”

“Lava waterfall...” The old chief thought for a few minutes. “That could be...”

When Cloudhawk saw the spark in the chief’s eye, he grabbed at the opportunity. “You know a place like that?”

The chief’s face was solemn and stern. “That is the home of Magmesa, our god. Volcano dwellers cannot go near, or we are punished.”

Coal stood by, listening. He stepped forward at this point to interrupt the chief, speaking a few words in a language Cloudhawk could not understand. But looking at Coal, Cloudhawk might guess he didn’t have much respect for “Magmesa.” There was maybe even some hostility.

What were so many gods doing kicking around, anyway? He didn’t think there were really any gods living in a place as shitty as this.

Cloudhawk pushed back into the conversation. “I don’t care about any volcano god. I need to get into that city. If anything gets in my way, no matter what it is, I will cut it down. I hope you will be able to point me toward where I need to go, chief. What I need has nothing to do with you or your people. It’s my own problem to solve.”

1. There are a number of similarities, aren’t there? Preference for lava as we saw in the epilogue of book two. Super thick skin. Big. It makes one wonder if these are more than passing resemblances.


70 / Insects Obstruct, Armies Approach


The old chief had spent ten years of his life wandering the wastelands and making his way. He had experienced much, but seeing Cloudhawk pull sustenance from thin air still shocked him. Even during his time among the outsiders, he’d never witnessed a power like that.

Thinking on it, memories of a mysterious group both noble and powerful crossed his mind. They possessed powers far beyond the abilities of normal folk: demon hunters!

This revelation made the chief nervous. He knew what it meant when a demon hunter arrived. He knew it well. He knew what they represented!

He’d met demon hunters on the road, back when he was a young wanderer. Hailing from the mysterious land of the gods, they had powers that filled his heart with fear. The chief also saw first-hand how ruthless they could be. Mutants were not friends. They were pests to be exterminated.

The chief urged Coal to tell him how they met. Coal obliged and recounted his meeting with the stranger. The chief sighed.

Judging by the young man’s story, demon hunters weren’t coming for them. Logically speaking, the mutants of the wastelands were many, and his tribe only had three to four hundred members. They were nestled deep in the Blisterpeaks, so it made no sense for demon hunters to ignore all of the things they hated on their doorstep and come all the way out here to trouble a distant tribe who never had contact with the outside. 

Cloudhawk’s abilities were unquestionable. Beating Coal into submission was no easy feat.

Coal was their tribe’s one and only man of talent. The next strongest didn’t have a tenth of Coal’s power. The progress of his mutation was unheard of among his people. However, the giant had never had a proper fight. He didn’t really know how to defend himself.

If Cloudhawk could beat Coal, then he could destroy every one of them. Obviously, he hadn’t used his full strength against Coal. How much he was still hiding was a mystery.

The old chief’s mind worked. They couldn’t afford to anger the demon hunter, but neither could they upset their god.

The chief was certain in his own mind that the god his people have appeased for generations was no deity. It was likely a powerful mutant who had established a territory here among the volcanoes. He had planned to wait for Coal to gain more strength before leading him and the others to kill Magmesa. However, the sudden arrival of a demon hunter seemed to be a boon. Why not rely on his magical powers to help kill the beast? The young man seemed brave, and this appeared to be a way to both appease the demon hunter and remove a danger to his people.

But… if they went to battle against the god of volcanoes, would they win? It had been tried before. The stories of their people have tales of these attempts. Each time, it ended in disaster. More than once, their people were almost completely wiped out.

Cloudhawk watched as the chief hesitated, lost in thought. He was growing impatient and asked Coal what was going on. In his halting and broken accent, he tried to relay the legend of Magmesa.

A god of volcanoes? Bullshit – it was just a particular strong beast that had taken to living among the Blisterpeaks. According to Coal, it was fierce and shrewd. Every now and again, the Volcano Tribe was forced to bring up offerings of food, or their god would find and devour one of their own. Running served no purpose. Their god would find them. It was their tormentor, a lord they both feared and despised.

It had been a long time since Magmesa had shown its face, the last time being before Coal was born.

It seemed immortal. Tales of its existence went back generations, and it was still demanding tribute. Time had only made it larger, stronger, hungrier. Coal had always hated this invisible overlord, even going so far as to harbor a secret hope to kill it one day. If the day ever came that he became strong enough to defeat their god of volcanoes, then he would be strong enough to make his way to the outside world.

The village patriarch came to a decision.

“Sir, you look for city in volcano. My people will do our part, if you kill evil false god.”

Cloudhawk silently cursed his circumstances. He’d hoped these tribesmen would be a bunch of dull-witted, simple folk. It turned out they were as impulsive and cunning as anyone else. Fuck, half a minute ago, the thing was their god of volcanoes, and now, it was a pretender.

Didn’t matter. God or not, Cloudhawk needed to get where he was going. “Then, I appreciate it, chief. I’ll remember your help, and I’ll make sure to pay it back one day.”

The outsider’s words eased the chief’s concerns greatly. It would be pointless for a demon hunter to lie and play tricks with his lowly people. If he was willing to make such a promise, it was unlikely Cloudhawk would turn around and bring the Elysians back down on their heads.

The next day, the chief gathered his people’s strongest and youngest fighters. He called on Coal to lead them. Their goal was the lair of the god of volcanoes.

Cloudhawk’s entourage was no pushover, and it took little effort to gather them. Still, this god of theirs was supposed to be quite the beast, and he wondered if he’d stumbled into being their meat shield.

They… they weren’t all going to just sit back and let him deal with their problem, were they? But, it didn’t matter. If it meant he could find where the Dark Atom was hiding, then a little trouble was worth it.

He and his dozen or so guides came upon a dramatic scene as they traversed the ranges. It was a sheer cliff on the shores of a lake of lava, and from their vantage point below, they watched as the molten stone plummeted over the sheer edge as the crevice spouted fire and smoke. It was a magnificent waterfall of liquid fire, and they could feel the heat blasting off of it even from a distance. Cloudhawk was finding it harder to breathe.

Only people like the Volcano Tribe were unaffected. They had had generations of time to physically prepare themselves for something like this. 

Hot as the Blisterpeaks were, the temperature wasn’t enough to melt the thin crust of molten lava along their path. Peering at the curtain of lava, they briefly caught glimpses of a deep cave behind. Cloudhawk checked the location against his map and was thrilled to find it very similar. This was one of the entrances into the Dark Atom’s headquarters.

“So, where’s this god of yours?”

Coal pointed forward. The tribesmen with him dropped into a defensive crouch and brandished their spears of volcanic ore. His rocky throat bellowed a war cry, and they raced barefoot over the parched and lava-strewn field. With spears held high, they threw them through the lavafalls with incredible strength into the darkness of the cavern. A low, earth-rumbling growl answered.

It sounded like the bowels of the mountain itself, more threatening than the rumble of an eruption.

A very old and cruel presence abruptly filled the area as they watched an enormous twenty-five-foot long insect skitter from the cavern.

Its grotesque body was a sickening shade of orange. A heat even the tribesmen couldn’t stand blasted their way, and they were forced to move back. It split the lavafalls, causing lava to splash on and around it like burning raindrops. The stone sizzled against its hide but did not burn, for this monster did not fear any heat. It lashed towards the members of the tribe that had dared to disturb it.

Cloudhawk gaped. 

What the actual fuck?!

The tribesmen continued to rain their spears on it. Even with considerable strength behind them, the spears shattered against the beast and left only minor wounds.

God of the volcano indeed! The damn thing was huge, and its presence was downright terrifying. It was a rarely-seen true horror of the wastelands. Rushing at it like a cloud of angry bees was a stupid decision on the part of the tribesmen.

“Coal! Lure him over here!”

It didn’t matter how strong Cloudhawk was, he couldn’t get close enough to the lava to fight. If he wasn’t careful and slipped into a pit, he would be burned to ash in an instant. He didn’t have the same constitution as these mutants, so he wasn’t going to risk it.

The insect scrambled the rest of the way from its cave.

It looked like a centipede but on a titanic scale. Its chitinous body was separated into hundreds of segments, and though incredibly large, it still moved with lightning-fast dexterity. It raised the first third of its body high to reveal the churning mouth below. That’s when Cloudhawk felt the atmosphere change.

When the monster breathed in, the current of air drew everything towards it.

However, there was more than that. Cloudhawk unhappily discovered that, as the monster breathed in the surrounding flames, they were captured in a strange sack inside. Magmesa was able to store fire in an organ that swelled as it sucked in more air. Red-hot light glowed through its skin and armor.

Coal shouted something at his tribesmen. They scrambled desperately for some sort of cover.

Magmesa’s fire sack collapsed and spewed a stream of intense heat like a deluge. It spilled out over a large area and swallowed up a number of the tribesmen too slow to properly hide. Coal had situated himself in front, and so had taken the brunt of it.

A blast of scalding heat rose sharply, so powerful that even the distant Cloudhawk could feel the tempestuous winds. Throughout his life, he’d seen all sorts of nightmarish monsters crawl out from the wastelands. But, nothing like this.
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At roughly the same time, at the border camp between the wastelands and Skycloud.

A rugged man covered in a suit of full plate tungsten steel sat at a table in camp playing chess. His opponent was a slender, haughty-looking decorated officer. Neither man looked old, each perhaps in his thirties. For Skycloud to promote men of their age to such lofty stations, they must have performed incredible deeds and won support from many of the noble houses.

“Heh. You lose again, Officer Storm. 

“Our illustrious deputy commander is too skilled for a mere man like Brontes Storm.”

“Yet, I can’t shake the feeling you’re letting me win.”

The large man in the massive suit of armor was none other than Drake Thane. As the pride of his military family, it wasn’t long before he picked up a position at the wall as a lieutenant commander. The border forces were the largest standing collection of troops in all of Skycloud and formed its outer line of defense. Earning a commission under this command at such a high rank was no easy feat.

It also didn’t take him long to show off his skills when he got here. Whether it was tactics, training, or individual combat effectiveness, everyone had to acknowledge his aptitude. He won a lot of fans pretty quickly.

As for his companion, Brontes Storm, he had joined the army at the bottom and worked his way up. He was now leader of the border’s vanguard forces – and ranked in the top ten of the army’s upper echelons.

Brontes smiled and was about to say something when a guard burst into the room.

“Lieutenant Commander, sir. There’s someone outside who’d like to speak with you. I believe he’s the Magistrate of a station called Sandbar.”

“The monitoring station? What does he want?”

“We don’t know. He was insistent that he deliver his report to you only.”

The monitoring stations came under the auspices of border security. They were minor forward bases scattered throughout the borderlands. For one of their magistrates to come for a direct meeting with the lieutenant commander was leaping several rungs above his pay grade. Why not go right for the commander himself?

Brontes stood up. “What’s his name? Does he not know how to follow protocol?”

“It’s fine, Brontes.” Drake rose from the table and nodded at the sentry. “Let him in.”

The subordinate snapped to attention and left to fetch the visitor. A few minutes later, he returned with a man who could only be described as rotund.

He was easily three hundred pounds or close to it. Drake had never seen a man so large in his entire life. The Magistrate was visibly nervous but managed a proper salute. “Your servant Hammont Seacrest, Magistrate of Sandbar Station...”

Both Drake and Brontes frowned at the man. How could someone like him have been given any command? He was a disgrace to the uniform! Drake apathetically cut him off, “What are you doing here?”

Just then, an alarm bell rang out along the border wall. Nine chimes.

Drake and Brontes immediately looked at each other, faces dark. That alarm meant an emergency, and nine chimes meant it was bad. Everyone was called to drop whatever they were doing and fall into ranks.

What happened? Was the border under attack?

The commanders immediately put this fatty out of mind and prepared to see what was going on. However, Hammont, seeing them move away, brazenly called after Drake, “W-wait! Master Cloudhawk is the one who sent me to deliver a report!”

Drake froze. Cloudhawk? Him! What the hell was that guy up to now?

Something had put the border on critical alert. He didn’t have time to be taking reports. Drake instructed Hammont to stay close as he hurried to where forces were instructed to gather. When he got there, over thirty thousand soldiers were formed up, and several warships were hovering in position overhead.

Drake looked them over and realized what this was: a dispatch formation.

Why were they arrayed for battle? Who were they fighting? How did he have no idea – he was the lieutenant commander!

Brontes approached after stopping by the commander’s side, weapons bared and a silvery-white mask slipped over his face. “Well, this is sudden. The Dark Atom’s headquarters have been discovered. We’re forming up to strike right at the heart. We’re the tip of the spear, so I’m sure I don’t have to say you should get prepared in a hurry. We’ve got to be fast. You know how tricky those bastards are. If they catch wind we’re coming, they’ll vanish. It’s an opportunity the commander can’t let slip.”

Drake was floored. What the fuck… the Dark Atom base!

Drake snapped back into the present. Shit, the Dark Atom! Always skulking around and retreating like frightened turtles back into their shell when the fight got started. Tracked down at last! He hadn’t been involved in a single note-worthy skirmish since he joined up. Was this the gods giving him his shot?

“Move out!”

“Motherfucker!”

Drake felt his blood surge with excitement. As for the fat messenger from Cloudhawk? He was already forgotten.


71 / Skullcracking


Cloudhawk lunged behind a large boulder for protection. He threw the tattered invisibility cloak over him to ward off the gust of scalding air. The sound and smell of burning hair hung as the heat singed him. 

This monster was certainly… unique.

Several sacks were located at the base of its mouth that allowed it to suck in fire from the surrounding environment. However, the fire was much more powerful going out than it was going in, so something on the inside was giving it more power. Some organ that stored the force of detonation that, when combined with the fire, gave this creature its terrible breath attack.

Cloudhawk had never witnessed anything like it before.

How could a monster of flesh and bone mutate this way? To the point where it breathed fire? It was hardly believable.

The tribesmen were protected from the intense heat by their stony skin, but even that had limits. The sudden burst of fire and heat from the insect badly scalded several of them. Coal protected his face with a hand and, with head bowed, tried to get in closer. As the continuous stream of fire pummeled him, Coal’s skin began to glow from the intensity.

Crack!

Coal slammed his shoulder into Magmesa’s armored torso at full sprint. The insect staggered back and spat the remaining stream of fire into the air as it reeled.

The mightiest warrior of the Volcano Tribe followed up by curling his hand into a fist – easily bigger than the skull of a normal man – and ramming it into Magmesa’s head. A full-armed punch from the giant would break the defenses of many a martial artist, and against the insect, the blow made its whole body tremble. The volcanic rock beneath it cracked under the stress as did the formidable chitin skullcap protecting Magmesa’s brain.

It would not an easy victory, however. Coal’s blow left little damage even though it shook his foe. Magmesa swung its head around after staggering back and slammed it into Coal’s side. The three-meter tall mutant was sent flailing through the air, bounced off the jagged ground, and eventually came to a stop when he slammed into a jutting pillar of volcanic stone.

The other tribesmen began to lose their nerves and scattered. Magmesa let loose with a skin-crawling screech and gave chase.

At Cloudhawk’s order, Oddball joined the fight. Its tiny round body flashed back and forth before the insect, harassing it at every opportunity. It gave Coal enough time to get up and retreat back to Cloudhawk’s location. Thanks to his incredibly tough exoskeleton, he didn’t seem harmed despite the strength behind Magmesa’s attack.

However, his entire body was sizzling, and wisps of smoke rose off of him. His skin was red-hot, and Cloudhawk felt like he was standing beside a stove. It was a potent display of the kind of heat this insect was spitting out. Even the other tribesmen couldn’t have survived a direct blast like that. Thanks to his training, Coal was the only one equipped to survive Magmesa’s fury. Ordinary flesh like Cloudhawk’s would have been carbonized in seconds.

Coal was shaken, anxious, and losing confidence. He’d clearly underestimated what Magmesa could do, and now that he saw firsthand what the insect was capable of, doubt had crept into his heart. But, they were in it now, and there was no going back. They would win, or they would be decimated.

More danger threatened, however, because these brave tribesmen were most of the younger generation. If they were all slain, the future of their people would be in jeopardy. And yet, if Magmesa was not killed, it would come seeking vengeance. The village they came from would feel the consequences.

There was no time to think. Magmesa was coming their way.

Cloudhawk didn’t wait for the tribesmen to react. He pulled out a rocket launcher from his interspatial storage and shouldered it, aimed towards the insect. It was one of several new toys he’d bought at the black market in Fishmonger’s Borough. He guessed it was a Seeker weapon, created by following old blueprints from the ancient times. Against someone like the Crimson One, it was useless, certainly – after all, rockets were relatively slow. A master demon hunter could dodge bullets, so a rocket was no threat.

However, this was the sort of opportunity where a launcher would come in handy. It didn’t matter how smart or how strong this insect was, nothing would prepare it for humanity’s technological superiority. [1]

Magmesa was overlord of this mountain range and was furious with the attack on its hegemony. Mid-charge, it witnessed the stream of metal and fire headed its way. Not knowing what it was but confident in being able to destroy it, the insect opened its mouth and swallowed the rocket in one bite.

A muffled explosion ensued. A giant ball of flame expanded out of Magmesa’s mouth along with a deluge of charred meat and blood. It pitched and screamed in pain, slapping itself against the rocky ground. The tribesmen stared, dazed by what they’d witnessed. Cloudhawk, too, was surprised and happy with how effective his attack seemed to be. He’d bypassed the insect’s impenetrable hide by taking advantage of numerous factors.

Oddball settled back on Cloudhawk’s shoulder.

In swallowing the rocket, Madmesa had blown half its mouth to ruin. But, the beast proved uncommonly tenacious. The explosion hadn’t killed it, and in fact, the monster was more dangerous than ever in its frenzy. Although its mouth was obliterated, it still reared back and drew in more fire for a second breath attack.

Shit!

Coal roared like a madman and charged ahead.

The three-meter tall mutant was a giant by any standard, but his height meant nothing when compared to the hulking centipede. Coal crashed into his people’s terrible god, grabbed it by the waist, and attempted to squeeze it in half. The discrepancy in scale was too much for Coal to succeed, but he did stop Magmesa from moving any closer. As the two struggled mightily, the ground beneath them cracked and fractured.

It was a war of constitution. Both refused to back down.

Finally, the other tribesmen jumped to Coal’s aid. They surrounded Magmesa and began attacking it from several sides.

The mutant creature and its mutant attackers were locked in struggle, one the humanoids were losing. With each lurch of its body, Magmesa sent tribesmen flying through the air. Coming back in wave after wave of attacks, they only managed to scratch the beast’s armor but not break through.

It was obvious to Cloudhawk that brute force alone wasn’t going to kill this monster. It was too big, too tough. None of their weapons could piece the shell, and even lava was useless. If the tribesmen were planning to punch it to death, he couldn’t calculate how many months it would take.

Cloudhawk dropped the launcher and replaced it with an exorcist bow. Slowly, he drew back the string.

The phase stone shimmered as it was called to life. Cloudhawk poured in most of his psychic energy and drew on the inheritance from the stone to empower his attack. By the time the bow was fully drawn, a tempest of power swirled around him. It was the mightiest attack Cloudhawk could muster, enough to kill a veteran demon hunter in a single shot. He aimed it towards Magmesa’s already charred and broken maw.

Cloudhawk was sure that this beast, like any other, couldn’t keep fighting if he blew its head off.

Coal could feel the gathering power. Magmesa, a creature of unfathomable age, certainly felt it too. Its struggle against the tribesmen became more intense, and it cast them to the side. Meanwhile, Magmesa swung its massive head from side to side to throw off Cloudhawk’s aim. The ruined area that was its mouth cast blood and chunks of meat all around.

Cloudhawk’s voice rang out across the mountain. “Keep it still!”

Coal shifted his grip to grab the centipede’s upper half. By virtue of his overwhelming strength, he managed to stop it from flailing around. He only had enough strength to hold it for a moment, but that was all Cloudhawk needed. Magmesa sensed the danger, and a hideous screech gurgled from its throat. Once again, it released the fires stored inside in a pillar of stone-melting heat right towards Cloudhawk. The Warden saw that it was too late to dodge, but that was fine – head-to-head then! See who blinks!

He didn’t have time to gather his energy to its limit, but the time was now. He released the bowstring. A streak of light split the pyre in half on its way to its source.

The energy arrow charged ahead with irresistible power, ringing loudly as it disappeared into the Magmesa’s open gullet. Once again, the partially obscured sound of an explosion followed, and the insect’s head was blasted apart. A hail of putrid insect meat splattered the area as the resulting concussive force blasted Coal away. To the other tribesmen, that would have been lethal, but to him, it was nothing to be concerned about.

However, the flames Magmesa had belched before its demise had not dissipated. They smashed into Cloudhawk’s position with shuddering force, enveloping him in flames hotter than liquid stone.

Coal’s eyes were on Magmesa, whose head had been reduced to a mess of ruined meat. Its enormous body bucked and twitched as it came to terms with its end. Incredible that one person could have so much power. Watching that arrow obliterate a god was something he wouldn’t have imagined in his wildest dreams. He turned back to Cloudhawk, knowing that his frail outsider flesh couldn’t withstand the fires. Fear seized him when-

Whoosh! Whoosh!

A violent gale whipped up around them!

Cloudhawk reemerged, surrounded by a small host of cyan-hued tornadoes. The surrounding fires were drawn into them as the tornadoes spread outwards. Eventually, both wind and flame dissipated, and from the smoke, Cloudhawk could be seen unscathed. He clutched a dainty looking jade fan in one hand.

It was one of the relics he’d pilfered from Ravenous Tiger’s haul back in Fishmonger’s Borough. “Heavenly Gale” was a wind-type relic that manipulated the air as he wished, allowing him to form tornadoes, wind-blades, and pressure blasts. In a way, it functioned similarly to the Gospel of the Sands, though, of course, the Gospel was more effective in an environment where sand was plentiful. Creating sand from nothing in other places – like these mountains – required far more psychic power. Heavenly Gale, on the other hand, needed only air, which made its mental requirement far less taxing.

It wasn’t the most exciting relic, but it sure as shit was useful for deflecting long-range attacks.

Cloudhawk closed the fan and put it away and only then allowed himself a sigh of relief. He didn’t think the “god of volcanoes” would be such a tough cookie, but they won. After watching Cloudhawk blow their god to pieces, Coal had to remind himself to breathe. If Magmesa was a demon god that breathed fire, then what was he supposed to call the creature that killed it?

The war party only had a moment’s respite before the unexpected came upon them again.

Tics and jerks shuddered through the Magmesa’s corpse like it was trying to rise, a scene which immediately made Cloudhawk’s face go pale. The damn thing’s brains were soup! How the fuck was it getting back up?!

1.  Are you doing your part?!


72 / City Within the Volcano


Cloudhawk’s arrow had blasted Magmesa’s head apart, but its corpse quickly climbed back onto its feet. The red light of its body had dimmed significantly, and it trembled from end to end like it had been struck by lightning. An oozing mass dribbled from the hole where its throat had been. Fluid and meat rained on the tribesmen below, accompanied by a powerful stench.

Cloudhawk had seen all sorts of incredible things as he traveled the wastelands but never anything like this. A creature this large, headless, jerking like some demon puppet.

This creature had been feared and deified by the indigenous people of the Blisterpeaks for who knows how many generations. The passing years didn’t cause it to age but did just the opposite. Magmesa had only become larger and stronger as the tribesmen provided it with food. Could it be that this thing, after possibly thousands of years of worship, had somehow left mortality behind? Could it really keep on living without a head?

A torrent of ruined organs and fetid discharge continued to ooze out of it. The bits of meat that tumbled out were unrecognizable. They were probably bits of shredded organs and intestines. But no – as they continued to watch, the bits of meat writhed and twisted. Cloudhawk’s hair stood on end as he watched them morph and spotted the outline of a limb here or there.

More insects, each about the size of a fingertip. Hundreds of them. 

The continuous sludge expelled by Magmesa’s corpse contained its babies, and the monster’s killers watched in horror as ever more poured free. Hundreds, possibly thousands, writhed around and over one another with the same savagery as their mother. Their hunger was directed toward Cloudhawk and the others.

Meanwhile, Magmesa’s body continued to decompose into more offspring. Somehow, it seemed the titanic beast was made up of these smaller bugs.

Cloudhawk figured this was a reproduction system of last resort. A monster like this wasn’t male or female, or was maybe both, so it produced the next generation on its own. When its body was destroyed, it set off a chain reaction to release its brood. Over several centuries or a millennium, the critters would grow into a creature just as terrible as the one they crawled out from.

When the humongous monster eventually split apart, the ground was already covered in its progeny. It was a dire fate for the mountains, which would be covered in these awful things in the future. Even newly hatched, they were vicious and aggressive, and many were skittering towards the crowd of people hungry for a meal.

But, they were living things, and all livings things died eventually. Magmesa lost its head but somehow kept moving, though only as a host for its children. The enormous beast could no longer fight. The swarm of insects was dangerous, but they were nothing like the threat its mother posed. 

“Deal with them!” Cloudhawk’s eyes flashed towards the bubbling lava and called out to Coal. “Knock them into the lake!”

The creatures of the Blisterpeaks had evolved to deal with intense heat, but the methods or mutations didn’t matter – underneath the protective measures, all things were made of meat and blood. Coal could wade through lava, but even he couldn’t stay immersed for more than a short time.

The newborn insects were no exception. No natural thing was going to survive after being thrown into a lake of lava. It was important to kill them now before they grew big and became a pestilence in an already inhospitable environment.

Several of the tribesmen hurried over to what remained of Magmesa and started pushing it into the lake as well. The insects that had already burst free bit at them with toxin-covered mandibles, however, which were strong enough to pierce their stone-like skin. Those that were injected by the toxins fell to the ground and began to twitch uncontrollably.

Magmesa’s upper half swelled grotesquely as another burst of insects prepared to emerge. If the tribesmen were left where they were, they would be picked apart by the swarm in seconds. Cloudhawk flicked Heavenly Gale back open and waved it towards them just as the insects burst free. A formless gust of air knocked them away.

With an angry roar, Coal ran up to where his brothers had fallen and started to shove Magmesa’s corpse towards the edge. Sensing something, the mindless yet still mobile remains swayed and bucked to resist him.

The rest of his fellow tribesmen gathered around to help, but as they came close, cracks in the chitinous armor of the creature emerged. More insects poured out of the fissures, showing once more that the whole thing was filled with offspring. Sacks where the young were kept bubbled under the armor like boiling water, ready to burst out and release their horrific payloads.

Once that happened, millions of mutated centipedes would rain across the area. They all would be eaten alive. 

Cloudhawk knew the danger, but there wasn’t much he could do to stop it.

He rushed forward to join Coal and the others as they heaved against the enormous monster. Even dead, the animal was so much stronger than all of them combined. Cloudhawk’s addition to their efforts was insignificant. However, he gritted his teeth and called on the mad rage that always boiled deep inside him. Vessels in his eyes engorged and turned his vision red as the blood in his veins started to boil. Steam rose up from his skin and seeped from his pores.

In an instant, Cloudhawk became five to six times stronger than normal. 

Heave!

Magmesa’s body caved in at the point where he shoved.

It was just enough, the final straw to break the centipede’s back. It collapsed into the lake with the upper fourth of its body first and was immediately trapped by the ropy threads of molten rock that splattered over it.

First, its body became searing red, and a series of pops and tiny pained screams arose. A few seconds later, the heat cracked its chitin armor. Hundreds, thousands of tiny insects spilled into the deadly lake and burned up.

Cloudhawk angrily snatched one that landed on his neck and flung it to the ground. It was another in perhaps a dozen bites he’d received while trying to get Magmesa into the lake. But, potent as the toxins were, their effect on him was small. Instead, it was the act of calling on the rage in his blood that harmed him. A deep, tearing pain wracked his body.

It didn’t matter. At last, they got rid of that damn monster.

Cloudhawk stood at the edge of the lack, panting as he watched Magmesa slowly sink into oblivion. He then turned his eyes on the insects skittering all around. With their mother destroyed, they seemed to abandon any aggressive posture and all ran for dark crevices in which to hide.

If they were lucky, any one of those bugs could turn out just as terrifying as the monster that spawned it. However, that wasn’t Cloudhawk’s problem. People a hundred or a thousand years from now would need to find their own way to deal with it.

But, the experience had definitely opened his eyes. Life continued to surprise him with its talent for survival.

Coal walked back over to him after dragging Magmesa into the lava. Half his body was covered in molten rock that slowly cooled to black against his skin, making him look like a moving statue. He shook and kicked, causing the cooling stone to crack and fall away. No damage had been done. Cloudhawk inwardly shook his head and once again balked at how monstrous he was. If he were to leave these mountains and join the rest of wastelander society, he’d be a formidable presence. 

Coal was elated. His tribesmen were glowing in the aftermath of their victory.

At last, the monster which had held their people hostage for generations was destroyed. The Volcano Tribe’s doughty warriors were appreciative of this outsider, for they knew victory would have been impossible without his help. The price for failure would have been too much to bear, but Cloudhawk kept it from coming to that.

Cloudhawk looked above them at the waterfall of lava. There was a secret entrance in the cave, he knew, an entrance to the city in the volcano.

They still needed to find a way through the cascading lava – an obstruction even Coal would find difficult to traverse, but not Cloudhawk. He slipped into a parallel dimension by activating the phase stone and blinked back in once he walked far enough to have crossed the lavafall. 

His feet landed back on solid ground safely behind the cascade. The heat and mental fatigue had caused Cloudhawk’s body to become drenched with sweat.

Looking around, he found that the cave was a very wide expanse that stank of sulfur. Small rivulets of lava inched along the floor all over, and the relatively solid ground he stood on was actually just old, cooled lava flows. If he shifted his weight incorrectly, the brittle shell would crack, and an angry red glow would appear underneath. It was a dangerous place to take a stroll, to be sure.

Cloudhawk walked deeper into the darkness of the cave. Further back, he discovered a lever that he pulled without hesitation. As it clicked into the down position, the sound of gears and grinding stone greeted him as if the cave itself was one giant device. The waterfall of lava outside slowed to a trickle. It allowed Coal and the others to join Cloudhawk in the cave. 

It turned out this cave was not the access tunnel he suspected. It was an escape tunnel. If something happened and the Dark Atom needed to beat a quick escape, they could flee out here through the waterfall. That was why the controls for the waterfall were in here and not outside. Also, because it was a secret escape route, he could assume there weren’t many inside who knew about it. As a result, it was left unmanned and vulnerable to invaders.

That was good. It definitely made it easier for Cloudhawk to get in.

Coal led his men across the scorched cavern, all of them looking around in wonderment. Who would have thought that there was something else in the lair of their volcanic god?

“It’s dangerous from here on in.” Cloudhawk turned to the others. “The rest of you wait here. If I’m not back in a day, then leave me. I probably won’t be coming back out.”

Coal understood.

The legends of a city within the volcano were enticing, but they weren’t stupid. Anyone who could build a home in this terrible place and command a beast like Magmesa to protect their escape route was beyond them. The men of the Volcano Tribe were content to wait.

Moving further into the cave, he came upon a large iron door that was sealed shut.

Judging by its texture, the door was constructed using wastelander methods. More likely, it was the remains of a base from before the Great War that the Dark Atom took up residence in. It was definitely the standard for Seeker groups like what he saw in Blackwater Base. Looking the door over, he saw a number pad where a password would grant entrance. Cloudhawk didn’t need to bother with such things. He engaged the phase stone. Not even flawless iron doors could keep him out.

This was it! The city in the heart of the volcano!

On the other side of these doors was the secret hideout of the Dark Atom.


73 / The Price of Hubris


Nucleus, headquarters of the Dark Atom. A city constructed in the belly of a volcano.

There was no place like it within ten thousand kilometers.

Nucleus was tucked away in the deepest parts of the Blisterpeak mountain range. A repurposed ancient fortress, the data wasn’t clear on its origins. Information seemed to suggest it was a prehistoric science base. Supposedly, it was used as a shelter in the first days of the apocalypse.

It extracted energy from the volcano to sustain the populace. That was how it was able to remain active all this time.

It didn’t matter what the history of the place was, though. It didn’t matter who used to live here. Now, it was the home base for a group of wastelanders. Many were scientists in service to the largest Seeker group in the known world: The Dark Atom.

Skycloud had been searching for this place for more than a decade.

Countless times, Elysian leadership was forced to guess at where the terrorists were hiding. What was it like? Was it a hell of torture chambers and burnt corpses? A damp, dank place of pestilence and death? No twisted tale came close to the truth that was this volcanic hideaway.

Cloudhawk stole through the cavern towards Nucleus. Although the city was situated beneath countless volcanoes, the smell of sulfur had been kept out. The city was isolated from the scalding heat outside as well. As he moved further along, Cloudhawk came upon an opening that led into a massive underground space.

Layers of terraced fields.

Large fruit trees stretched out from fertile soil, laden with their bounties. A massive light hung in the upper reaches of the cavern like a miniature sun. It lit up the underground like it was midday. There was even a breeze, and the fresh scent of foliage hung on the wind that kissed Cloudhawk’s face.

Further away, there were rows of factories.

He heard the faint roar as they churned. Smelting, material processing, operations where wastelander ingenuity and ancient technology worked in unison. Huge tubes slithered from the factories and spread out over the fields like a spider’s web.

A fleet of airships.

The greatest representation of wastelander science. With no direct line to the secrets of the past, humans in the wastes had to rely on scraps dug out of the ruins of their civilization. Over time, piecing together bits they learned from books and data, mankind was able to recreate these incredible marvels of machinery with a distinct wastelander flair.

In the bowels of the Blisterpeak mountains were fields of farmland and groves of trees, orderly factories, and mighty airships hanging overhead like hot air balloons. But, all of these incredible scenes did not immediately capture Cloudhawk’s attention. In the center of all these miracles was an enormous settlement. He could manage only a rough estimate of the number of people who could be living there, but by scale alone, it had to at least be comparable to Fishmonger’s Borough.

Cloudhawk figured the Dark Atom would be sizable but not to this extent. A troubling thought nagged at the back of his mind as he looked over Nucleus: now that he was here, where was he supposed to start?

“Who are you?”

He’d only been standing there for a few moments, but there were guards coming his way already.

Large as Nucleus was, it was clearly well-protected. Passage in and out was strictly policed, and few were given permission to leave. It didn’t take much to draw attention. Cloudhawk’s clothing was also not the standard down here, which helped him stick out like a sore thumb. It wasn’t strange that he might draw an eye or two.

The Warden was here for help, so he didn’t want to piss anyone off. His mind raced for a moment until he fished out a token from his pocket. “Gentlemen, I just arrived. We’re on the same team.”

In his fingers was the token given to him by Majjhima, who had handed it over after Cloudhawk helped him and the others survive in the Skycloud sewers. It was a symbol of loyalty to the Dark Atom.

The two men gave each other a wordless look. For someone to show up like this in the middle of nowhere was highly suspicious. The token he held wasn’t enough to ease their minds.

“Move it!”

“Where?”

“We’ll see what the captain has to say.”

Both men carried something that looked like a gun which they trained on Cloudhawk. He wasn’t worried – it wasn’t like he couldn’t handle a couple guards with a moment’s effort – but that wasn’t the right play.

They brought him to a patrol outpost nearby. He was kept outside while one of the guards walked in to give his report. Cloudhawk turned to the one guard with him. “Don’t misunderstand, you guys. I just came here to see your leader, Wolfblade. You think you can help me get a meeting?”

The guard didn’t respond, because a voice called out from inside. “Who do you think you are? You think you’re important enough to demand a meeting with the big boss?!”

A large man covered in knotted muscle lumbered his way. Aside from his size, the most notable feature was his bald head.

He looked at Cloudhawk. Cloudhawk looked back at him. The two men stood in silence.

Something about the guy looked very familiar. It was like he’d seen him somewhere before, but he couldn’t place it. The bald man’s face twisted angrily, however, and his eyes burned. “Cloudhawk!”

“You know me?”

That was a surprise. Cloudhawk didn’t think he had any sort of reputation here, nor was there any sort of recognizable marks he thought someone might be able to pick out by looking at him. Besides, most of the time he was causing trouble in the wastelands, he was wearing the mask Selene had given him. It was a little concerning that this guy recognized him so easily.

“Hmph. Oh, I know you. You could burn me up, and my ashes would remember your face!” Hostility poured off the man, which only confused Cloudhawk further. He leaned back as the big man yelled in his face. “This one’s a traitor, not one of ours! Grab him!”

The surrounding guards all hesitated, surprised by the exchange. He wasn’t part of the Dark Atom? How did he even get inside?

Cloudhawk wasn’t stupid enough to stay a sitting duck, so to avoid that end, he made the first move. He didn’t remember who the baldy was, but he sure as shit called the shots with this lot. Taking him hostage might deter the guards from rushing him.

He moved in a flash. There was a lot he learned after three years in Hell’s Valley.

In any number of ways, he was better than normal people. In a blink, he appeared in front of the bald man and grabbed his throat in a vice-like grip with his left hand. As his fingers dug into the skin, Cloudhawk noticed it felt off. It was smooth and taut, not like human skin at all. It felt more like snake scales.

The bald man’s body began to shift, starting with his eyes. They elongated and folded together like a reptile’s while fine green scales sprouted all over his body. From behind, a long tail stretched from his lower back.

The guy was a damn lizard.

Wait! A lizard! That’s it!

At last, Cloudhawk remembered who this baldy was. He met him the first time in the marshes outside of Blackwater – a mercenary sent to kill him. Seekers brought him to the base half dead and turned him into one of Roste’s monsters. The Academician’s techniques made him half-human, half-lizard, and a great soldier they eventually sold to the Dark Atom.

No wonder he remembered!

Baldy wasn’t prepared for a burst of strength like this from Cloudhawk, but the Warden was distracted by the revelation, and his hold was broken. In his reptile form, the baldy was also much faster than normal. He slithered backward out of Cloudhawk’s reach, drew his hatchet, and whipped it at his face.

“It’s you. So, you’re still alive.”

Cloudhawk said the words while halfheartedly slapping the hatchet to the side. The metal rang as it was deflected. Cloudhawk whipped his leg around, caught the baldy in the chest, and sent him tumbling backwards. He collapsed on the floor of the room he’d come out of, and the whole patrol office shook.

Lying on his back, the baldy had time to take in the amazement he felt.

When did a runt he was once hired to cut down get so mean? After what they did to the mercenary at Blackwater, he was stronger than he’d ever been, and thankfully, his improved physique protected him from harm. But the brief exchange was clear indication that he was no match for Cloudhawk. He scrambled back onto his feet and looked around for a way to escape.

By then, the rest of the guards gathered enough of their wits to respond. Their guns roared as triggers were pulled.

Cloudhawk jumped into the air above their line of fire and towards the baldy. He reached out to grab the lizardman again when a figure flashed into view from the side. Both men exchanged a furious series of blows before landing a short distance from one another.

“Vulture!”

The newcomer, with his aquiline nose, was immediately familiar to Cloudhawk. There was a history between them that also started all the way back at Blackwater Base.

“What’s the problem, Greenscale?”

Vulture wasn’t likely to beat Cloudhawk in a straight fight. He packed just as much of a punch and had demon hunter powers to back him up. However, this wasn’t the best spot for a full-on scrap, so Cloudhawk summoned the power of his cloak and vanished as Greenscale explained.

Vulture’s face darkened. “It’s him!”

He remembered what happened in Sandbar Outpost the last time they crossed paths. He was the reason their cell in the borderlands was destroyed. He’d sworn to get revenge for the death of his old friend but lost track of Cloudhawk afterwards. Now, beyond all expectations and in lieu of all his wasted efforts, his target appeared right in his backyard. 

“He’s a Skycloud demon hunter! Don’t let him escape!”

“Quick, raise the alarm! An enemy has infiltrated the base!”

A series of deafening peals hung over Nucleus and echoed off the interior walls of the volcano. A demon hunter in their headquarters was a potentially disastrous crisis for the Dark Atom. It meant the hideout they’d worked from for years was no longer safe. They were exposed to their enemies.

Down in the town, women and children who had lived their whole lives in this mountain cried in fear. Thousands of soldiers were mobilized to hunt down Cloudhawk.

Having it all fall immediately to shit wasn’t how Cloudhawk wanted this to go. But, he couldn’t just allow himself to be captured. Since he couldn’t rely on these guys to put in a good word for him, he decided to just find the leadership on his own. While everyone was scrambling to find him, Cloudhawk used his phase stone to penetrate ever deeper into the heart of Nucleus. He was getting closer to where the seat of power had to be….

When suddenly, he was stopped by a flash of lightning!

The attack came faster than he could prepare for, so without the help of the phase stone, the blast hit him straight on. It wrapped all around him like a chain, holding him tightly and leaving no room to struggle. He fought as hard as he could against the bonds, but they weren’t budging.

“Well, fuck.”

Cloudhawk had overestimated his abilities. Most attempts to track and discover him were useless against his combination of skills, so he’d gotten complacent. He thought a place without relics and demon hunters couldn’t stop him. He was wrong.

The world went black.


74 / Three-Eyed Spider


When Cloudhawk awakened, he found himself lying on something like an operating table. The surrounding lights were so intense that he found it hard to open his eyes. The nervous squeak of Oddball caught his attention, though. He was nearby in a cage that was made from some unknown material that was too strong for the bird to break free from.

The room was filled with men in spotless white coats as well as a couple of familiar faces. Vulture and Greenscale, along with a handful of other soldiers, were just beyond the periphery of the lights. They must be here to stop him if he tried to escape, Cloudhawk thought.

He never thought he’d get caught.

All of his things were gone, even the unassuming stone he kept around his neck. The phase stone was the single most precious thing Cloudhawk owned, and for the first time since he got it, it wasn’t in his grasp. That fact alone made him intensely uncomfortable.

But, the pulse. He still felt the pulse. The stone was nearby.

When his vision adjusted to the light, Cloudhawk turned his head towards the stone’s resonance. He spotted one of the scientists, probably the highest-ranked in the room, standing over a pile of items. He was an interesting man who was truly hideous in appearance. Most notable was a closed eye in the center of his eyebrows. The scraggly gray hair on his head jutted out in all directions like a withered forest. His gnarled hands were poring over Cloudhawk’s things – more specifically, the phase stone.

Cloudhawk called out in irritation, “What are you doing?”

“This man has killed important members of our group!” Vulture was surprised to find Cloudhawk awake already. He was speaking to the three-eyed scientist. “We should just slit his throat and be done with him!”

The older man waggled his hand dismissively. Seeing no way to manipulate the rock in his hand, he flung it into an iron box and forgot about it. It was then the third eye on his forehead peaked open and focused its vibrant gaze on Cloudhawk.

Suddenly, the Warden knew how he’d been caught. The old man’s eye was special. He felt it. Cloudhawk had never seen someone with a mutation like this that was able to see through things like his invisibility cloak.

Of course the Dark Atom would have hidden masters. This three-eyed scientist didn’t participate in the attack on Hell’s Valley, so he remained unknown. He’d obviously been working with the terrorist organization for years, but nothing Cloudhawk recalled suggested his existence. He was nameless. In contrast, Skycloud had a fair bit of information about Wolfblade. If he was just some researcher, that would be one thing, but it was obvious he was someone of importance.

Vulture was a respected, high-ranked member of the Dark Atom, and even he was deferring to the scientist. The old man had to be as important to the cause as Wolfblade, or close to it.

Cloudhawk struggled against his bindings for a moment in vain. When he settled down, he tried to speak again. “Who are you?”

The three-eyed scientist was calm and offered his response in a no-nonsense manner. “I am the Dark Atom’s lead scientist, Three-Eyed Spider.”

As a Seeker organization, scientists were respected members of the Dark Atom. This Three-Eyed Spider guy claimed to be a lead scientist, meaning it was likely even Wolfblade had to treat him with respect.

The Dark Atom was an outfit several times bigger and stronger than Blackwater was. It was safe to assume this old guy was just as capable as the Academician had been – maybe more. He always remembered something Hellflower had told him once, that if there was anyone in the wastelands who could help him figure out the truth about Trespasser, he would be with the Dark Atom. 

It was exactly the reason why Cloudhawk came all the way out here.

“Look, this whole thing is a mistake.”

“A mistake? Oh yes, indeed.” The old man’s ugly face twisted into a snarl. His voice was strange, almost sing-song, like that of a bad opera singer. “You destroyed my single most important test subject. That specimen was a thousand years old. Do you know how much time and effort was spent on it?! You definitely made a mistake.”

Thousand-year-old specimen…? Magmesa!

So, the Dark Atom used some sort of equipment or technique to make that giant thing guard their back door, eh? That damn thing was easily capable of ripping a veteran demon hunter apart, so Cloudhawk believed him when the old man said it represented a lot of effort.

Magmesa’s destruction was certainly a major loss for the Dark Atom, but it was especially insulting to the three-eyed scientist. A mistake? It was personal!

Cloudhawk hurriedly tried to explain. “It was just a monster, right? I’ll find a way to make it up to you. I’ll pay you back.”

The old man’s face continued to darken, yet a sinister smile still painted his face. “Do you have any idea how valuable that creature was? It was immortal – a beast that could live forever, just like the gods. Its nervous system was a special combination of annular and dendritic – absolutely singular and irreplaceable! [1] In its body was the secret to ever-lasting life – a secret you obliterated! Its value was incalculable!”

Most creatures in the world had a dendritic nervous system, in which their nerve cells spread out like branches and communicated through dendrites to the nerves around it. It all relied on a central point. For example, the brain. If that central point was destroyed, then the creature died. Magmesa was unique because its nervous system was iterative. Its ring-like nervous structure was designed in such a way that it had no central point. If the primary structure was damaged, then another took its place, making the monster effectively immortal. As new cells continuously replaced the old, a creature like Magmesa never really grew old, and in theory, could live forever.

It had no gender distinction either. Beasts like this were often limited in the offspring it could produce, but it could theoretically live forever while continuing to grow stronger.

By chucking it in the lava, Cloudhawk completely destroyed every trace of its nervous system and made sure it wouldn’t come back. Magmesa and everything it promised was dead.

The smaller insects it released would influence these mountains for generations to come, but none of them was as valuable a science subject as their mother. It wasn’t like researchers could wait a thousand years for them to mature.

Cloudhawk didn’t know any of this, of course. But, it was pretty clear that killing Magmesa fucked up his chances to get on these scientists’ good side.

Vulture and the others watched from nearby with murderous grins on their faces. 

Three-Eyed Spider, in his pursuit of immortality, had spent more than twenty years researching Magmesa. Cloudhawk single-handedly destroyed his hopes. How could he forgive this bastard? Cloudhawk didn’t know the scientist’s breadth of technique, but he was going to learn the hard way. Before long, the boy would be begging to die.

Cloudhawk lay upon the table, stunned at the situation he found himself in. He came all the way to these fucking mountains to ask for their help. Instead, he ended up getting roped in to killing a thousand-year-old bug and pissing off the one old man who could help him with his problem.

“Hey, hey, hey. Wait a minute. It’s not like the thing had your name on its forehead. How was I supposed to know anything? I said I will find a way to make it up to you, but killing me isn’t going to get you anything.” Cloudhawk groped for anything to win him favor. “I-I’ve got Ebonycrs! I can get you all the Ebonycrs you want.”

“What am I supposed to do with that? Nucleus has the eternal energy provided by these volcanoes to keep it going. Do you think it needs those piddling rocks?” The scientist’s unsettling third eye continued to size Cloudhawk up. A sinister laugh rose from his wrinkled throat. “Besides, I’ve already found a way for you to pay me back. The Trespasser virus in your body is the same that Roste was working on all his life. Your own body will be a replacement for the one you destroyed.”

Cloudhawk paled. “What are you going to do?”

A fervent gleam blazed behind Three-Eyed Spider’s eyes. “Roste, that old madman, was a rare talent. When it came to biological manipulation, I could never even come close. He succeeded in his great hope, to create the perfect body that would withstand any threat. Fire, water, electricity, illness – the virus within you renders almost any dangers moot. I am confident that the secrets of his discoveries are locked in your blood along with the secrets to living forever. Death is the greatest scourge of humanity. Once I uncover the means of freeing us from the curse of a truncated lifespan, we will finally take our place as masters of the planet!”

The old bastard was going to turn Cloudhawk into a guinea pig? He was crazy! And obsessed with living forever just like the Academician.

Three-Eyed Spider seemed to have grown tired of discourse. He motioned to the assistants on either side of the table, who went to a cabinet and returned with syringes. Seeing them coming, Cloudhawk blanched. He didn’t know what they were planning, but whatever it was certainly couldn’t be good. Thus, he didn’t bother to ask.

However, the scientist told him anyway.

“Your body has up to this point limited the efficacy of the virus. But, no matter. I will galvanize Trespasser so that within no more than half a day, the mutation will be complete. Very soon, you will finish your transformation and become the most perfect biological entity in the world! Even those rock-heads outside will pale in comparison to what your body could withstand! Are you excited?!”

Cloudhawk chose the sensible response. “I’m excited to fuck your mother, you goddamn psychopath!”

He came here to stop Trespasser, and here, this asshole was trying to make it worse!  The scientists leaned over him to bring the syringes towards his skin when suddenly, an enchanting voice called from the doorway. “Stop where you are.”

Three-Eyed Spider didn’t even turn around though his face instantly stiffened. He waved at the others to continue. “Pay her no mind! Comply!”

Bang-bang! The sound of two gunshots blasted through the room!

In such a tight space, the sound was deafening, louder than any gun Cloudhawk knew of. What the hell sort of weapon was that? The bullets struck with more force than a cannon, and the upper bodies of Three-Eyed Spider’s assistants erupted in a shower of blood and gore. Their remains painted the walls.

Three-Eyed Spider practically leaped out of his skin. “Y-you madwoman! What do you think you’re doing?!”

A tall, curvaceous figure strode into the room. Her legs were long and shapely, culminating in a pert backside. Her hair was a rarely seen silvery-gray that hung to the small of her back. A mature and erudite charm made her attractive features even more alluring. On top of her head was perched a pair of safety goggles.

Behind her stood a man draped in a black cloak. The light crept in just enough to play off his metallic body.

Hellflower pursed her plump lips and blew the smoke away from the barrels of her guns. She re-holstered at her waist with practiced grace. Paying no mind to Cloudhawk’s dumbfounded expression, she looked at the chief scientist and came right to the point. “I’m taking him.”

The old man’s head looked like it might explode. “That is absolutely, unequivocally out of the question!”

Hellflower answered with a throaty chuckle, “It isn’t up to you. He is a stranger who found his way into Nucleus. For the safety of our organization, we need to question him and find out what he knows. This is a direct order from Wolfblade.”

“Wolfblade! Wolfblade!” The old man quivered like a volcano set to erupt. He tripped over his words, babbling indignantly before he managed to string a few together. “Sooner or later, Nucleus will meet its end at your inept hands! Do you hear me?! Your ignorance will be our doom!”

“When the nest falls, all the eggs go with it. If Nucleus dies, don’t think you’ll rise the better for it. Now, cut the shit and hand the man over.”

Hellflower stood with her hands resting loosely on the handles of her guns. The enormous metal man behind her lumbered forward, and the men in his way instinctively scrambled out of his way. Not long ago, the golem was Wolfblade’s personal attendant, but lately, he’d come to serve this crazy bitch. She was deadly enough on her own, and now that she spoke with the authority of Wolfblade’s command, who would dare try to stop her?

Cloudhawk’s restraints were undone.

“My bird. And my things.”

“Relax, no one wants your garbage.”

Cloudhawk made sure to put on a show of replacing his cloak, slipping the phase stone back around his neck, and taking Oddball from the cage. He practically strutted out of the room in Hellflower’s wake.

“Son of a bitch! Bastard!”

The old man’s temper finally boiled over, and he flung his arms across a nearby table, scattering its contents. That woman completely emasculated him in front of his own staff!

Vulture and Greenscale stood by, gave each other a silent look, and sighed. Eventually, Vulture approached. “Never mind. All in all -”

“Never mind?! That’s what you have to say to me?! Are you blind or just ignorant?” Three-Eyed Spider spun around to face them. “Wolfblade has not been himself.”

When he said it, the others all shared quiet glances. Vulture’s expression was especially dark.

He had once been one of Wolfblade’s favorites and knew his leader well. It was true. He’d changed. Wolfblade was like a different man.

Three-Eyed Spider continued his rant. “Ever since that madwoman arrived, nothing has gone right!"

1. This is admittedly nonsense on my part. The raws talk about “ring nervous structure” and “tree nervous structure”. I chose phrases that made it sound more sciency, but the truth is I have no idea what the author meant by “ring nervous structure.”


75 / Complete Resolution?


Cloudhawk had changed. Selene had changed. Squall, Asha… no one was the same person they used to be.

Hellflower was the exception. Cloudhawk knew she was in her thirties, but on the surface, her tender skin and fine figure still bore the mature, feminine charm of a woman in her mid-twenties.

Of course, Cloudhawk was familiar with what was below the surface as well. 

He’d run into a number of attractive women over the course of his adventures. Selene was an unsurpassed beauty who was practically inhuman. There was also Autumn, a rare flower from a hidden garden; Natessa was as wild and unpredictable as the wind. Claudia, Barb… the list went on.

Where Hellflower differed from these other women was that she was a wastelander, through and through. She had spent her life in the same twisted, blasted landscape that spawned Cloudhawk. A beauty like hers was rarer and more precious than Ebonycrs out here. Her beautiful, alluring presence was more shocking than a sudden rainstorm.

What had she been doing all this time? Had she joined up with the Dark Atom?

“You little scamp. Who’d have thought we’d meet again here?” Hellflower glanced back at him with a charming smile. She was as inscrutable as ever, impossible to read. She saw Cloudhawk open his mouth and cut off his questions before he could give them voice. “After all this time, I know there’s a lot you want to know. I’m anxious too. But, I need you to hold on to those thoughts for a little while. You need to see the man in charge first. Maybe afterwards, we can rekindle old flames, hm?”

What did she mean by that? He wanted to ask her a few questions, but the way she spoke to him sounded like she had other ideas.

They made their way through an old-style building where, oddly, not a single guard could be spotted. Crossing a large antechamber, Cloudhawk looked up to see the ceiling open to the elements. Under the mountain, they didn’t need to be concerned with sudden rainstorms or other natural troubles. An open architectural style gave the place a grander sense of scale and ample light.

Lining the walls were stacks and stacks of books, several stories of them carefully arranged on bookcases. There were large leather volumes, rolled-up scrolls, and more. Some of it was bits and pieces of ancient knowledge compiled into volumes of data and old pictures. Most of them were treatises and works of current Seeker researchers.

There was a lone occupant climbing down one of the towering ladders that gave access to the upper shelves.

He was thin and unimpressive in demeanor. He was covered in a set of clean robes and was descending the stairs with a tome in hand. Once his feet were back on solid ground, he threw the cover open and began to recite from a paragraph. His hands traced dramatic patterns through the air as he spoke aloud.

It sounded like poetry, smacking of literary self-importance.

He had a very scholarly appearance, a rare thing in the wastelands. However, it was undermined by the nondescript eyepatch that partially obscured his vision. “Scholar” was the correct term, but perhaps with “Wastelander” added as a prefix.

Hellflower strode forward. “I’ve brought him.”

Cloudhawk looked at the one-eyed scholar with uncertainty. “You’re Wolfblade?”

“Yes, yes. That’s me. I am Wolfblade!” He fired back a rapid response as though afraid someone else might claim the title. With an expression of irritation at unfinished business, he slapped the book closed. He looked the Warden over with his one exposed eye. “Ah, this young man… You look very familiar. Have we met before?”

Wolfblade had led the charge against Hell’s Valley three years ago when they went after the demon skull. His power and leadership had left Cloudhawk with a deep impression. Could that be what he was referring to?

That would be… strange. It had been a chaotic scene when the Dark Atom razed the valley.

Cloudhawk wasn’t the least bit familiar with this man. It could have been because of the circumstances or because the Wolfblade he thought he saw was masked and covered in bandages when he almost single-handedly took on the giants of the valley. He remembered the seething murderous presence that he had, and to look at the middle-aged scholar now, it was like they were completely different people.

“You must be wondering why I haven’t just thrown you in a cage.”

“Yes, actually. I’m from Skycloud. You are the leader of the Dark Atom.”

“Skycloud, wastelands… what’s the difference? If you spent some time here studying history, you might find that the dirt we all stand on was a unified whole a thousand years ago, a place we called Earth. It was a place brimming with glorious accomplishments, culture, and knowledge. At one point, the human population was in billions.”

That was a surprising claim. So, the Dark Atom had found out what happened to the world all those years ago?

“In other words, there are no ‘Elysian lands’, no ‘wastelands.’ All of it is a ploy by false gods to force division.” Wolfblade flung his hand and released the book he held. It spiraled through the air and landed in its prescribed spot on the shelves with a thunk. “Hellflower told me your story. The powers of a demon hunter, but a child of the wastelands. Interesting. What is it that brings you here?”

There was no sense of hostility from the terrorist leader. However, Cloudhawk still decided it was best to tread with caution. The simpler this man seemed, the more dangerous the Warden believed him to be.

If he were some average schmuck, that would be one thing, but Wolfblade commanded the biggest Seeker organization in the wastes. If he commanded an organization this big and this secretive, he was anything but a common man. So what was he getting at?

“Back in Sandbar Station, there’s a man named Adder. He managed to get his hands on a map to your headquarters.”

Cloudhawk had no qualms throwing Adder to the literal Wolf.

It wasn’t like the guy was a friend anyway, and Cloudhawk needed a way to get out from the predicament he was in. Of course, he wasn’t stupid enough to say that it was an agreement between him and Adder that led to the map coming into his possession. He figured they would find out the truth eventually, but hopefully, Cloudhawk would be long gone by then.

“So in the end, we were discovered?” There was brief indignation in Wolfblade’s demeanor, but it quickly melted away. “Well, in a hundred secrets, there is bound to be a few that leak. It was only a matter of time before Nucleus was discovered. But, that doesn’t explain why you were so eager to come here, alone.”

He was right. Cloudhawk didn’t have a good explanation. So, with Hellflower there to corroborate, he gave Wolfblade a brief rundown of why he needed the Dark Atom’s help.

The scholar nodded his head through the tale. Then, wringing his hands, he said, “Roste was a singular mind when it came to biological science. He was even more brilliant than Three-Eyed Spider. A shame… a shame. However, thanks to our beautiful Hellflower, we were able to salvage much. It wasn’t a total loss.”

Cloudhawk spared a glance toward the gunslinger. She looked back with a brow raised in a wordless tease.

In contemplative silence, Wolfblade turned and approached the bookshelves. By the time he reached them, he’d made a decision. “I leave your fate for Hellflower to manage. She represents a new school of wastelander scientific thought. She’s still young, but as a scientist, she is no less capable than Three-Eyed Spider.”

Surprise took Cloudhawk’s words. Was it really this easy? A brief investigation and the matter was settled?

Cloudhawk was the first outsider to ever enter Nucleus in all of the organization’s history. Didn’t he want to know anything else about how he did it? He’d gone from nearly losing his life due to his own overestimation of himself to… no troubles at all? He seemed to always run into unexpected developments.

Fuck it! He could trust Hellflower, insofar as he could trust anyone. Back in the day, it was with his help that she finally managed to crack Roste’s legacy. Now, after three years of research, even if she wasn’t as brilliant as the Academician was, she had to be closer than anyone else. With the resources provided by the Dark Atom, Cloudhawk was sure she could help him solve his problem.

Hellflower interjected suddenly, “Three-Eyed Spider also captured the members of the Volcano Tribe you brought with you. What are we supposed to do with them?”

This was not a pleasant revelation for Cloudhawk. This wasn’t his territory, though. How did he have the authority to decide their fate?

She was waiting for an answer, so after a few moments, Cloudhawk offered his thought to Wolfblade. “The tribesmen are young mutants from the surrounding mountains. One of them, Coal, is exceptionally mutated. They’re introverted and solitary folk who have been living in the Blisterpeaks for generations. If Dark Atom decided to serve as their benefactors, I’m sure the tribe would respond by offering their loyalty.”

“Ah, yes. That makes sense! A fine thought!” Wolfblade had already plucked a collection of poems from the shelf and was preparing to go back to his recitations. At Cloudhawk’s suggestions, he muttered affirmations like he either didn’t care or was incapable of forming his own opinion. He waved a hand without giving it any further thought. “Hellflower, go with Cloudhawk and release the tribesmen at once.”

Cloudhawk wasn’t wrong either. The Volcano Tribe was a group of capable mutants.

He’d met all sorts of sweepers, mutants, and twisted locals in his travels but never any like the Volcano Tribe. Their most valuable aspect lay in the fact that they were still intelligent. Most of the time, the process of mutation brought out the most violent and aggressive aspects of a person, which eventually led to them losing their minds, becoming nothing more than crazed animals.

The Volcano Tribe weren’t just strong. They were also a rarely-encountered group of honest folk.

Cloudhawk didn’t want to see a people like that destroyed, nor did he want them crushed by the harsh environment of the Blisterpeak Mountains. If he could convince the Dark Atom to take them in, then it was a win-win. The tribesmen would definitely appreciate Cloudhawk’s help in improving their lives. Really, the others didn’t matter, but Coal was strong and capable. He packed a punch as nasty as the old drunk. If he had a chance, maybe he could convince the mutant to come with him as a powerful ally.

Coal and the remaining tribesmen were kept in a nearby prison. It was obvious special considerations had been taken for Coal himself because he was bound from head to toe. A dozen soldiers were nearby in a tight cluster to make sure they didn’t try to escape.

“Lady Hellflower!”

“Release them immediately,” she commanded.

“These are the mutants Three-Eyed Spider captured outside. He demanded we keep them under strict supervision under any circumstances...”

Just the mention of the old scientist’s name irritated Hellflower. He was without question a more practiced scientist than she but was an obnoxious old mutt all the same. He was a wrinkled old prune that just kept on living and annoying her with his snobbish moods.

“This is a direct order from Wolfblade! Do you men intend to disobey?”

Throwing the boss’ name around was the best way to get anything done in the Dark Atom.

Cloudhawk entered and removed their bindings. The tribesmen were frightened, but after some explanation from Cloudhawk and the woman, they understood it was a mistake and breathed a collective sigh of relief.

Cloudhawk turned to Coal. “I already spoke with their leader, Wolfblade. He’s agreed to let your people into the city to live, and you’ve seen what this place is like. I’m sure your tribe will grow here.”

Coal translated what he said to the others. His fellow tribesmen looked around with glittering eyes.

Coal turned back to Cloudhawk. “Chief.”

“Don’t worry, I haven’t forgotten. We’ve arranged a place for everyone. Go back to the tribe yourself and explain the situation to them.”

Coal’s rock-like face was plastered with a goofy smile. He thanked Cloudhawk from the bottom of his heart. If not for him, Coal’s people would still be terrorized by Magmesa. It was because of him that they were allowed into this paradise. His people were simple and honest and would not be suspicious of the offer.

Coal left on his own, back the way they came, to deliver the good news to his chief.

The chief had lived a rough life that was full of hardships. Since becoming leader of his people, every day was a struggle to keep the tribe alive. From finding sustenance and maintaining shelter to growing the tribe and making sure of their continued existence – every day was a trial. He was old now. It was time his people got to enjoy the fruits of this wonderful land of legends.

The joy Coal felt filled him up. He was delighted at his people’s good fortune.


76 / Internal Strife, External Aggression


A researcher entered Three-Eyed Spider’s lab, carrying with him several glass boxes. Within each was a small insect skittering nervously. The poisonous critters squealed threateningly and attacked the walls of their glass prison to no avail.

The insects were in their infant stages of development. Their value as test subjects was far inferior to the mother, however, and as such, the research into their peculiar biological state ground to a halt. For the time being, it seemed their research would be forced to conclude.

Three-Eyed Spider stood in his lab, face darker than a thundercloud. The loss of his test subject affected him most of all. Never… never would he have imagined that Wolfblade would allow that outsider to remain here in Nucleus.

The old researcher was nearly as respected as Wolfblade in this city. For years, they worked together with the tacit understanding that Wolfblade would not impede on his research, and Three-Eyed Spider would not question his leadership. This agreement ensured that everything ran smoothly and that Nucleus remained free of strife. However, lately, it seemed the Dark Atom leader had less and less respect for the scientist’s autonomy.

Yet, the real object of the old man’s animosity was the woman, Hellflower. No, animosity was not the right word – it was jealousy. Wolfblade couldn’t slap down Three-Eyed Spider himself, but Hellflower had no qualms about it. More than a physical threat, she was smart enough to eventually replace him.

At the end of the day, Nucleus was a Dark Atom base of operations – a Seeker’s base. At the heart of their organization was the belief that the gods were false idols and that the knowledge of those ancient days was precious. Scientists had unprecedented status as a result, and until recently, Three-Eyed Spider was unassailable in his dominant talent. He was a leader, a guiding font of knowledge. He was certain no one could usurp his illustrious position.

But, all of that changed. This flower blew in from the wastelands, and suddenly, his livelihood was threatened.

Although still young, Hellflower was a tremendously talented researcher. She was only in her early teens when she began to wander the wastelands. For years, she learned anything, everything, and grew into the epitome of wastelander grit and potential!

How short had her time been here with the Dark Atom? Years only and yet, she had the Seekers wrapped around her delicate fingers. From the beginning, she spared no respect for Three-Eyed Spider while simultaneously growing her own prestige.

This was his home! His position! His life!

For every member converted to Hellflower’s camp, that was one more blow to Three-Eyed Spider’s foundation. Now, his most important subject of study was destroyed, his research all for naught. Meanwhile, Hellflower had brought with her incredible insights into transforming the human body – a body of work that would keep her busy and valuable for years to come! With all of this and Wolfblade’s recent erratic behavior, how could the old scientist not fear for the future?

“Three-Eyed Spider, sir! There’s a problem!”

A pair of the scientist’s confidants hurried over. When they saw his face, they both shrank back and delicately gave their report.

“W-we captured the mutants as you ordered, but they were all released by Hellflower and Cloudhawk.”

The old man’s eyes suddenly widened to saucers, and in their veiny depths was a bone-deep hatred. When he spoke, it was obvious he was trying very hard to control his voice. “What did you say? Say it again!”

His assistants felt the cold grip of fear wrap around their hearts. It wasn’t like the old man was a physical threat, but it was clear at a glance that he was just barely holding back his sadistic and murderous nature. The near-mad look in his eyes was enough to steal their breaths.

“Hellflower was gone too far!”

“Obviously, she does this solely to undermine us!”

“She didn’t even ask. You’ve been lead scientist here for over thirty years, and who does she think she is? Is she trying to take your job?”

Three-Eyed Spider did not respond, but a burning indignation rose up in his subordinates. They were his trusted followers, loyal and dedicated to the work. It was true that there would be competition, both for prestige and resources, between groups in the same department. So it was that they immediately disliked Hellflower the moment she joined their organization. If not for Three-Eyed Spider’s direct prohibition, they would have tried to kill her themselves a long time ago.

Three-Eyed Spider slowly closed his eyes. He saw the dire state of their situation differently from the rest.

The mutant tribesmen weren’t important. It was the fact that Hellflower and Cloudhawk together were the ones to release them. He remembered what Vulture said, that the two were old acquaintances from Blackwater Base. It was an important fact that he could not ignore.

Who was Wolfblade? At one time, Three-Eyed Spider knew the answer clearer than anyone. He had the same aggressive drive as the Dark Atom leader, the same keen decisiveness.

Now, however? Three-Eyed Spider didn’t care for him personally, but what happened?

He gifted his personal bodyguard to Hellflower, the iron goliath that had always remained at his side. What’s more, he gave her free rein to aggressively grow her own team openly in the city. There was no other explanation other than she was preparing to supplant Three-Eyed Spider and capture his position for herself. Now, there was an outsider who was brazen enough to sneak into their home. Far from punishing this obvious threat, Wolfblade allowed him and Hellflower to run wild!

A single aggressive enemy was nothing to fear, even if they were smart and difficult to contend against. But, when you were no longer able to read their intentions, that’s when an enemy became fearsome.

Three-Eyed Spider was quiet for a long time. When he opened his eyes again, he answered his associates’ string of angry curses with an even timbre. “Summon Raven. Vulture as well.”

Several minutes later, two men entered Three-Eyed Spider’s lab.

The first one was Vulture with his familiar beak-shaped nose and sharp features. The other one was dressed strangely and was so tall that he was almost twice the height of his companion. He was draped in black from head to toe: a black scarf around his face, black glasses, black boots, and black gloves. The cloak he wore was a collection of glistening black plumage that resembled raven feathers. They almost gleamed in the light with a metallic sheen.

Even Vulture seemed to keep his distance. Ravens weren’t birds with a good reputation. Apparently, neither was this man who shared their name.

Everyone in the Dark Atom knew this man. Tales of his cruel deeds were widespread. However, he was not one of Wolfblade’s people. He belonged to Three-Eyed Spider. While other members of the Dark Atom would leave on tasks aimed at disrupting Skycloud, Raven remained behind with the scientists. And like his master, Raven had high standing here in the organization but was completely unknown to the denizens of the Elysian lands.

Three-Eyed Spider did not summon Raven on a whim. Summoning this terrifying presence meant something important was on the horizon and dire times drew near. Vulture, however, was puzzled as to why he would be called as well.

Raven stepped into the lab, his heavy footfalls punctuated with muffled thuds. Standing next to him, Vulture hardly seemed worth a glance much less a figure of any interest. Vulture approached Three-Eyed Spider and, with a nod, spoke, “You called for me, mentor?”

Three-Eyed-Spider nodded. Raven took up position at his side and said nothing.

The old scientist pinned Vulture with his stare. “I’m sure you’ve noticed there have been some subtle undercurrents flowing within the Dark Atom. We are surrounded by darkness, and crisis may break out at any moment. If we don’t act now, I fear it will be too late.”

Vulture’s brows slowly gathered together. “What do you mean?”

“There’s no room for your doubts. You know as well as I do that Wolfblade is not the same man he used to be. Suddenly, he has a host of strange powers at his command, a fact you know well enough to understand that I do not exaggerate. If we do not take the necessary steps now, then everything we’ve accomplished all these years could be undone in an instant.” At this point, the third eye set in his forehead popped open. The unsettling gaze fixed upon Vulture. “Now is the moment of decision, the precipice of life and death. We need your help.”

Vulture’s face slackened. The others in the room were similarly stunned by the implications. Only Raven remained stoically silent.

Three-Eyed Spider was talking about open rebellion against Wolfblade. The two men were equally respected in the eyes of most Dark Atom operatives. If they came into conflict, the consequences would shake the organization to its core. It was impossible to know what the results would be.

Three-Eyed Spider had been watching, though. Wolfblade had made no efforts to hide his sudden change in behavior, and it was making many people uncomfortable. One of those people was Vulture, one of his most loyal agents. If he could be convinced to change sides, surely many of those who looked to him for guidance would join him at Three-Eyed Spider’s side. Success would make what had to happen next much easier.

If they failed, then the outlook was bleak.

The sudden decision made it appear as though Three-Eyed Spider was instigating rebellion, but really, it was all started by Wolfblade. He was the one who snatched Hellflower out of the desert and brought her here. He was the one who cannibalized Three-Eyed Spider’s team so that she could have her group of henchmen and undermine his authority. The longer they let this inevitable schism drag on, the weaker position Three-Eyed Spider would be in. Every moment he hesitated brought him closer to ruin.

As such, this seemingly crude and impulsive decision was in truth the best course of action. Acting while Wolfblade’s leadership was in doubt and before Hellflower’s position was stable was his best opportunity. Allowing Cloudhawk to wander around was the perfect foil for him to illustrate the Dark Atom’s failure of leadership.

Yes, this was good. He didn’t have time enough to prepare as he would have liked, but neither did Wolfblade.

Vulture felt an imposing air wash over him. Raven, largely hidden beneath his mask and glasses, was a mystery. What was he feeling? Was his face betraying anything at all? But, Vulture could feel the large man’s focus weighing on him like a mountain. There was no question that if he refused, it would be the last moment of his life.

“You must understand that I only have the best interests of the Dark Atom at heart. It is our responsibility to guide our people through this difficult time.” He spoke to Vulture like he was explaining a simple and unequivocal truth. “So long as Wolfblade lives, all of our lives are in danger.”

Vulture was silent for a full five seconds. Eventually, he lifted his head and stared right into the scientist’s fiendish third eye.

“Alright.”
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Beyond the Blisterpeak Mountains, the sound of hymns rang out like a heavenly chorus.

An armada of beautiful airships was arrayed in formation and cut through the toxic fog that hugged the range. From a distance, they almost seemed to inch across the sky, but in reality, the ships covered ground very quickly. These were the righteous forces of god, come to spread the light of salvation to this stricken world of fire and ash.

“I swear on my life, my soul, my honor, and my faith to defend the Supreme Luminary!”

“Great and Merciful God! Please accept my resolute soul and give me the strength to fight in your name until death takes me.”

“….”

Aboard the flagship of the border forces, all the commanders knelt in prayer before the altar to their deities. An elderly general in his sixties dressed in resplendent golden armor was at the fore. His hands were wrapped around the handle of an enormous broadsword, and at present, his eyes were shut while he prayed. This was Aegir Polaris, commander of the border forces for Skycloud. He hailed from the same family as Skye and was general of the army in its entirety. The two were of the same generation. He was Skye’s younger brother.

Drake Thane was his second-in-command, and as such, took up position just behind him as they prayed. Next was the commander of the vanguard, Brontes, followed by the rest of the officers. Skycloud’s border forces were the largest standing army in the domain with several hundred thousand troops ready for deployment. This expedition was comprised of thirty thousand of them, drawn up and thrown on ships with hardly any notice. The fleet set sail shortly after word of their mission was delivered, and it included all of the border’s leadership. Never before had a group of wastelander blasphemers galvanized a force of this size.

The war was about to begin.

“We have arrived at the Blisterpeak mountain range!” When Aegir finished his prayers, he rose and faced the officers with a stern countenance. “You all know how important this mission is to Skycloud. It is imperative that we trap the rats in their hole, and we can’t let a single rodent escape. By the end of our business today, the Dark Atom will cease to exist. Our efforts today will be sung from the highest peaks of Skycloud, emblazoned on the pillars of our illustrious future. Every pure soul that dies will be welcome onto the holy mountain with open arms.”

The soldiers roared at the promise of everlasting glory. They couldn’t wait to prove themselves and return as heroes, or to die as martyrs.

The greatest tool of the Elysians wasn’t their miraculous equipment or expansive army. It was their zealous faith.

“Drake, Brontes. You will lead our troops into the fray. Find the rock our enemies have hidden under and launch the initial offensive.”

Both men rose to their feet and offered a salute as affirmation. This was a once-in-a-lifetime opportunity. No one was going to let it pass without giving it their all.

It had been a long time since Skycloud dispatched such a host – not since three years prior when Frost de Winter brought his troops sweeping through the wastelands. He’d wiped out half of the Dark Atom’s forces in that deployment. This time, they aimed to finish the job.


77 / Fateful Misfortune


Skycloud. Within the garden of the governor’s mansion.

An older man in simple but well-kept robes sat opposite a game board. His hair was fastidiously combed without a single hair misplaced. Streaks of gray swept back from his temples. His face was more youthful than the rest of him might imply, but from time to time, his eyes would narrow as he looked at the board, and fine wrinkles would appear at their corners. He sat calmly, staring at the situation before him with a stoic consideration, as still as an ancient well.

“I’ve lost again.” A young man in brilliant white garments scowled and dropped the piece in his hand. The older man’s defeated opponent was Skycloud’s darling, a man of seemingly endless talent, Frost de Winter. “I can’t capture my mentor’s thought process. Your tactics are ever-changing. How can I cultivate a mind like yours?” [1]

Arcturus Cloude slowly placed his own piece back on the table. “The spirit of the game is to understand it as nothing more than a dozen or so vertical and horizontal lines. The colors of the pieces and the places they can occupy are limited. The forms may vary, but the result is the same, all within the rules of the game. In the end, you win or you lose. This is the fundamental nature, but that is not enough.”

“So, what is the bigger truth?” Frost asked.

“The game between all the creatures of heaven and earth, of course,” Arcturus replied. “We are both the players and the pieces. As pieces, we have our colors, black or white, but we can switch from one to the other. In the same vein, the strong become weak. The weak become strong. The whole game can change. Through the course of it, there are small challenges and smaller clashes beneath those. Heaven and earth are the backdrop, and the backdrop may change as well. Boundaries are endless. Tokens rise and fall, wither and flourish, and it no longer matters who wins and who loses at any given moment. A thousand years of success can be undone in an instant. It’s a game that goes on and on for eternity.”

Frost remained silent as though mulling over his mentor’s words. 

The stiffness in the governor’s face relaxed and grew warmer. A slight smile crossed his features. “It doesn’t matter if you struggle with this small contest. What matters is the bigger game.”

“How should I improve?”

“Ask yourself, what are my limits? Ask what your motives are. Never play a game that is beyond you. You must always know what you are capable of and what you are aiming for. In pursuit of our goals, we must not be burdened by gains or losses. We cannot afford to fret over stigmas, nor whether others understand. We must be prepared to accept that victory or defeat may not be achieved in our lifetime. All that is important is that we continue to make progress towards our goal.”

Arcturus stopped and raised his hand. An attendant approached with a box in his hands and presented it to Frost. The young man opened it, and resting within was a beautiful sword etched with veins of ice. It was obvious at a glance that this was a relic of rare quality. Frost stared at it in surprise. He knew what it was Arcturus was giving him.

“This sword is named Rimeshard, and as of today, it belongs to you.” Arcturus signaled for Frost to take it. “A situation has come up in the Blisterpeak Mountains. After two years in training here, I believe now is a fine opportunity for you to give your new weapon a try.”

“As you command!”

Gratitude was painted on the younger man’s face. With a mentor like this, he was destined to succeed with an indomitable spirit. After two years, it was now his chance to see what his training had wrought.

He slipped the sword into its sheath and affixed it to his waist.

The outstanding young man wasted no time in gathering a contingent of demon hunters. He left to seek victory in the Blisterpeak Mountains.

At roughly the same time, the army general’s aide Mr. Ink approached Skye Polaris with a report. The general’s lion-like face broke into a smile, and he laughed hard enough to shake the walls when he learned that the operation to eliminate the Dark Atom was underway. People on the other side of the mansion could hear his bellowing voice. [2] “Aegir is one of the few remaining lions of the Polaris family. With him leading the charge, it will surely revitalize the glory of our family name!”

“Perhaps we should arrange for reinforcements,” Mr. Ink offered.

“Yes, yes, yes. Select our finest troop and send them for support. Then, send word to Hell’s Valley to mobilize and join them.”

Mr. Ink was puzzled by the order. “You wish to involve the Valley as well?”

Skye dismissed his question as foolish. Why shouldn’t the Valley be tapped for a mission this important? Mr. Ink thought for a moment but could see nothing inappropriate in the action, so he left to execute the Grand General’s orders.
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Dark clouds gathered over the Blisterpeaks. Their bellies were painted red by the light of lava flows below. The famously apocalyptic landscape was enveloped in an especially menacing air.

Coal was on his way back to the chasm where his tribe lived. He didn’t know why, but an uncomfortable sense of foreboding gripped his chest. Somehow, he knew something was coming, something bad. The young mutant quickened his pace so as to reach his people as soon as possible.

Coal was still young. His world was small. While that ominous feeling followed him, he couldn’t guess what it might mean. He focused on his task, which was bringing the news of the city to his chief and ensuring a peaceful life for his tribe.

Maybe then the uncomfortable feeling would dissipate. He could put aside his concern for his people and travel the vast wastelands like he always intended.

By the time he reached the chasm, three days had passed. The tribe was nervous after hearing nothing from them for so long. Their chief especially was struggling with his disquiet. The fear visibly melted from him when he saw Coal come back alive.

“Why just you? What about the others?”

“The rest are inside the city within the mountain. I came back to gather the rest of you. We can all live in the fabled city now.”

Surprise was an understatement. Did the foreigner really find it? The city within the mountain? The chief was even more stunned to learn that the people of the city were willing to take in their tribe. Forgetting his disquiet for the time being, Coal told his people all about what he’d seen to a chorus of gasps and cries.

A paradise like that was hiding in this terrible place all this time? Children from the tribe all gathered around Coal and pelted him with questions.

He told them about the beautiful and mysterious land, covered in trees and plants, farm animals, and clean water. And it was safe. The most wonderful things they could imagine were waiting for them there. It only took about a day to reach, so not much preparation was needed. Coal told them to gather just what they needed, and then, they would leave.

Joyous cries rose up from the Volcano Tribe. Their years of bitter existence had finally come to an end. Everyone gathered only what was essential and prepared to follow Coal to this new land of promise.

Suddenly, there came a blast like thunder from overhead. Beams of piercing light broke through the clouds and crashed into the chasm.

Their intensity blinded the eye and deafened the ear. After several seconds, when the barrage died down, the tribesmen looked around in speechless shock. Suddenly, their chasm was surrounded by scores of men in shining armor.

When the old chief saw this, his face fell in despair. These were Elysian soldiers.

Who other than the chief had seen outsiders like this? They shrank away instinctively, but they were surrounded on all sides. Where could they escape to?

Fear scraped at the back of Coal’s mind. He knew from their dress that they weren’t from the city, nor were they denizens of these mountains. He tried to communicate in broken English. “Wh...who… are.. you?”

Drake chuckled. “Well, a surprise that the natives can speak our language. Good – very good. Saves us the energy.”

The man beside Drake, also dressed in officer’s garb, stepped forward. Brontes’s face was hidden beneath a silver mask, and when he spoke through it, his voice was chillingly cold. “Grab them all!”

A thousand swords rang against scabbards as they were drawn. Terrified, the people of the Volcano Tribe did not know what to say in the face of this sudden aggression.

The Elysian soldiers moved in, giving them no chance to find their words. However, the chief’s rumbling voice rose above the sound of steel boots. “Run! Run!”

Nature had provided these natives with rock-like flesh that was strong enough to deflect Elysian blades. Their weapons rang against the mutants’ bodies as though they were striking steel while the latter fled in terror from their attackers. Fierce as charging animals, they broke through the ranks, but individual strength only got them so far before they were overwhelmed.

It took a dozen soldiers to subdue one mutant. Dozens of blasts from Elysian bows fired at them, strong enough to pierce their tough hides. There was no suspense as to the outcome. The Volcano Tribe was quickly subdued. Several dozen were killed.

Fear and anger roiled within Coal as he watched his people being killed or captured. A dozen soldiers hung from one of his arms like plaster, and when he flung them away, they soared through the air like garbage. Not even Elysian armor could protect them from the jagged volcanic rocks, and they fell into crumbled piles of broken bones to die gasping.

“The one who speaks knows a thing or two!” Drake eyed Coal with surprise. He pulled out a massive sword that was stuck in the stony ground, and it started to glow. Drake’s weapon was a special one, blessed by the Sanctuary itself to be several times sharper and more destructive than a normal broadsword. “It’s our turn, Brontes!”

Brontes wrenched his own large sword from its sheath. As leader of the vanguard, his strength was without question.

Both officers opened their assault with Spearhead. With tremendous momentum and an explosion of energy, they burst forward towards Coal. By virtue of Spearhead, Drake gathered his formidable strength into his arms, which ripped his sword through the air with gale-force winds. He landed a brutal hacking chop on Coal’s chest.

Too much!

Even if Coal’s body really was made of tungsten steel, Drake’s attack was too overwhelming. Cracks appeared centered around where the sword struck and spread out. The pain and force of the impact sent Coal reeling.

Brontes’s spearhead attack followed soon after with his sword aimed at Coal’s head. He was not quite as strong as Drake, but he was cleverer. He made sure to aim his blow at an area that would do more damage. However, while Brontes’s attack could cleave a sheet of iron, it left no mark on Coal.

The mutant stumbled back and forth. The successive hits had made him dizzy and unstable. So strong… outsiders were all so strong!

Timid by nature, Coal wanted to run. However, through the double vision and ringing ears, he saw soldiers tying the chief’s hands behind his back. Fury overtook him. He couldn’t run. He refused to run.

A deafening roar boomed through the chasm. Coal threw his boulder-like fist at Drake.

The lieutenant-general called on his martial training to riposte. His true power combined with the blessed sword bore the indomitable strength of a mountain just like Coal, who was like a living mountain himself. The mutant’s hand was badly injured as sword met flesh, but Drake was also hurled back a good six meters.

Coal didn’t let up. He charged in with a second punch. Brontes’s sword exploded into pieces, and he went flying.

Drake was utterly dumbfounded. What was going on with this monster? He was just a mutant. There was no way he knew how to harness his true power. Was it just evolution and pure strength that made him this hard to deal with?

“CHIEF!” Coal’s forlorn shout bellowed over the sounds of conflict.

“Don’t worry about me! Run!” The chief shouted back. “You can’t beat them! You must escape!”

Coal was single-minded. He had to save the chief. In a wild rampage, he charged towards the elder, ignoring the volley of arrows that bounced off his body. Soldiers that tried to bar his advance were knocked away or trampled, and nearly twenty were killed for their efforts. There was nothing human about this mutant! He was pure, monstrous rage!

Both Drake and Brontes wore scowling faces. After all, a mere mutant was proving more than their forces could handle.

Just then, a lower-ranked officer emerged from the din. He was hard to miss, so fat as to be nearly spherical. A platoon of forty to fifty men was close on his heels. They were all corporals, sergeants, and other low-ranking officers, men of formidable ability.

Hammont Seacrest had taken the lead. “On my orders! Move in!”

The platoon charged at Coal like a sea of angry metal. They swarmed the mutant and threw sturdy lines around his neck, his arms, and his legs, pulling them tight to leave him no place to go. The material they used to tie him up were spools of Elysian bowstring.

The materials used to create it were tenacious and difficult to snap. Coal found himself quickly wrapped up in meters of it, unable to move.

Seconds were all they had, but it was enough for Elysian soldiers. Hammont threw his flabby arm high and shouted, “Quickly! Tie it down!”

The officers scrambled all around like ants. Coal was wrapped up tight before he could fight back. By the end, there were hundreds of meters of bowstring keeping him motionless. All he could do was scream impotently at his failure. 

Brontes gave the fat soldier a searching look. “This one’s got more to him than it would seem.”

“Indeed!” Drake was reminded of the surprising news Hammont shared with him just before they disembarked for these mountains. The reminder darkened his face. But, he definitely was seeing this fat magistrate in a new light. “In fact, catching the natives and using them as pathfinders was his idea. It’s better than relying on some map. If we went kicking around blindly, we’d almost certainly tip off the enemy.”

“Lieutenant-General, Vanguard-General. Sirs, reporting for orders!” Hammont presented himself before the two men, bursting with eagerness to please. “The mutants have been captured. We’re awaiting further instructions.”

Drake nodded but spoke to Brontes. “I leave it to you.”

Brontes then strode over to Coal without a word. “There’s a city hidden in these mountains. Do you know where it is?”

Coal was terrified, panicked. He’d never felt so helpless. He didn’t know what to do.

The chief was nearby and heard the exchange. It was then he knew that the Elysians were searching for the fabled city under the mountain. If they found it, it was certain their paradise would be destroyed before the Volcano Tribe could even see it. He shouted hysterically at Coal, “They’ll never let us go! Some of our people are still there. Even if they kill us, our tribe will live on! But, if we let these devils know where the city is, they will kill every one of us. Tell them nothing!”

He shouted in the guttural, growling language of their tribe. Neither Drake nor Brontes understood a word.

However, Drake was not a fool. He knew it just by looking at his face and smiled at the revelation. “Seems like this rock-head does know something, Brontes.”

Behind the silver mask, there was a sour look in the vanguard leader’s eyes. He snatched a sword from one of the nearby soldiers, but instead of using it on Coal, he strode over to the chief. He pressed his foot on the prostrate body of the elder and put the tip of the sword against his neck. Heartless eyes fixed on Coal. “You care about this one?”

Coal shouted back, struggling against his bindings. “Don’t kill-”

He didn’t get to finish. Brontes swung the sword. It was nearly silent as it whipped through the air faster than sound. Some martial technique imbued it with staggering power.

The old chief’s neck was neatly separated, and his head rolled down the chasm. When it came to a stop, dim eyes stared at Coal. He could almost see the regret still there the moment the chief died.

[3]

1. They are playing “weiqi”, or Go.

2. Off topic, but the strength of one’s voice is strangely telling in Chinese medicine. The power of someone’s voice is seen as an indication of Lung qi. The more a voice carries, the greater the preponderance of qi there is. Typically, this works to one’s benefit as the Lung qi helps defend against external pathogens. Interestingly, the lungs are also considered closely tied to the emotion of fear (hence, you gasp or scream when afraid, giving voice to it). It is no surprise, then, that the ones with the booming voice are often assumed – correctly – to be more resilient against being frightened.

3. This whole scene sucked. Well done Tipsy, you asshole.


78 / The Unkindness of Ravens


The chief was dead!

Murdered! Butchered!

Coal felt like his head was going to explode. Rage, hopelessness, hatred, sorrow. Each one was like a cold knife to his heart, a searing fire in his mind.

The mutant screamed a sound more terrible than that uttered by any wastelands monster. He heaved against his bindings, snapping enough to free one of his arms. Coal whipped it around like a mace, and nearly ten soldiers died from the bludgeoning before they knew what had happened.

Clang!

A sword swept by to catch his arm when it passed for another swing. Drake was so fast that he appeared in front of Coal from nowhere as if he had just blinked into existence. He positioned his sword in the crux of the beast’s arm to stop him from causing any more casualties.

He threw a vicious hack towards Coal. “If you want it to end, then tell us what you know!”

Soldiers swarmed in and tied the mutant back up without needing to be directed.

“Ahh! Rrraagggh! Nnnrrrgghh!”

All Coal could do was yell at his powerlessness. Even with the power of fear feeding his muscles, all he could do was stare daggers at these hateful, evil men.

With a cold laugh, Brontes raised his hand. Soldiers forced a group of ten more tribesmen to their knees before him.

The vanguard leader faced Coal. “I’ll ask again. Where is the city hidden?”

Coal only screamed back at him. Brontes did not waste his breath. The giant was forced to watch as ten more of his brothers and sisters were cut down in cold blood.

Ten more were brought forward. 

“Where is the city?”

Hate and resentment bubbled up inside Coal, forming into words. “Don’t kill!”

A blade flashed. Heads toppled.

Ten more.

This time, it was children. They shivered and cried as they were forced to their knees.

Brontes raised his voice for the third time, calm and dispassionate as though he was weeding a garden. “Where is the city?”

Coal’s will crumbled. He couldn’t do it. He couldn’t stand to watch them murder his tribesmen. In a voice thick with humiliation and disgrace, he said, “Don’t kill… I say.”

Brontes swung his arm. Ten smaller heads went rolling through the chasm. [1]

Coal’s pained wail rang off the stone. He didn’t understand. He agreed! He said he would answer! Why would this demon continue to slaughter innocent people?

Brontes answered as though reading his mind, “To remind you not to make me ask three times. Now, you’ve got one chance. If you try anything, everyone here will die – because of you. And they will die painfully.”

Drake just chuckled wryly at the scene. “You certainly have a way about you, Brontes.”

Hammont also admired the steadfast officer.

Coal could only remember their faces. He took in every single detail, burned them into his memory.

He made himself a promise that if he survived, he would break every bone in their bodies with his own hands, inch by inch. He would use his own fists to punch them flat. He would make them pay for the murder of the chief. He wouldn’t die until he made every one of them regret the evil they committed!

But even though his heart was an inferno of hatred, there was nothing Coal could do. He would be their puppet, forced to lead the way. The two hundred remaining natives were tied up and kept under guard while Coal – bound hand and foot – was surrounded by what seemed like a sea of Elysian warriors. He was given only enough slack to walk, not enough to run if a chance to flee presented itself.

The chief’s words rang in his ears. He’d heard them. He understood, but he had no choice. He couldn’t stand watching his family get murdered.

If he didn’t promise to bring these monsters to the city, he would have had to watch as they were cut down batch after batch. It was beyond torture. There was no question in his mind that these men had nothing but evil intentions, but it was too much. There was at least hope, he thought. He didn’t know how strong the Elysian force was, but he secretly thought those who lived in the city under the mountain could destroy these devils.

A mysterious group was lurking in the nearby crags. It wasn’t a large force – several hundred only – and they wore uniforms of absolute black. Only the two men in front were different.

One was a masked man hidden beneath the Wraithrobe. He had a sword on his back and a strip of cloth covering his face. The other wore a long trench coat, and his close-cropped hair was uncovered. He would be an unassuming man if not for the scars that ran down his eyes.

“It seems they found a guide to the Dark Atom headquarters. It looks like those Seekers are finally going to meet their doom.”

“The Dark Atom has deep roots. Skycloud can’t destroy them so easily. But, for the time being, they will keep the Elysians’ attention. That will make what we have to do easier.”

Adder’s eyes glimmered in the harsh light. Whatever he was thinking, the depths of those snake-like eyes were impossible to read. 

A short time later, the several hundred shadows were on the move. They came down from the mountains as silent as the night. Though small in number, they were obviously not to be underestimated.

[image: ]


Cloudhawk was lying on the examination table as medical instruments and strange devices whirred around him. A dozen or so scientists busily pored over the results and manipulated the machines.

He’d already been their guinea pig for most of the day. Hellflower had only visited long enough to take a vial of blood, and then, she was gone. The next time she appeared, she carried a syringe filled with some mysterious liquid.

She jabbed the needle into Cloudhawk’s neck. The contents of the syringe were pumped into his veins.

The first thing Cloudhawk experienced was the pain ebbing away. It washed down like a tide, starting from his head and moving down. Good… good stuff. He was surprised and delighted that a single shot would have immediate effect. The woman really knew her stuff!

“You’re lucky. A few days later and I wouldn’t have been able to help you.” Hellflower was not as excited about Cloudhawk’s change in condition as he was. Her eyebrows were wrinkled tightly as she thought. “Don’t celebrate yet. Reversing this problem won’t be so easy.”

Cloudhawk rolled his head from side to side. “I feel pretty good. Everything seems normal to me now.”

“The injection I gave you temporarily paralyzes the Trespasser virus. They are only a tenth as active as normal for the time being, almost dormant.”

“In other words, you weren’t able to kill it.”

“You can’t kill it.”

“How long will it be dormant like this?”

Hellflower shook her head and said, “Trespasser’s adaptability is unprecedented. Sooner rather than later, it will find a way to neutralize the medication. I imagine it won’t be long. More importantly, the injection won’t work a second time.”

His affliction wasn’t so easily cured. What were they supposed to do, then?

Her response was frank. “I’ve been carefully studying Roste’s Trespasser virus over the last several years. I have even been able to replicate a portion of it, but so far, I haven’t been able to crack its secrets. Do you know why?”

“No. Why?”

“Because of the complexity of the virus itself. It is constantly mutating. Roste spent most of his life researching this biological creation and used himself as the experimental subject. He spent at least thirty years cultivating Trespasser. Extrapolating the changes is very difficult given the data we have.”

Complicated was putting it mildly.

“What is important in your case is that Trespasser has begun to spread at an increased rate. It integrates with the host’s genetic material and therefore won’t be transferred through blood or fluids. In other words, if I injected myself with your blood, Trespasser still wouldn’t take hold and spread. After using himself as a petri dish, Roste transplanted the virus he incubated into you. Since then, it’s changed considerably, almost an entirely different strain at this point. After three years, it’s had time to insert itself into much of your DNA, making it even more unique from when Roste infected you.”

Cloudhawk shook his head. “I don’t understand a goddamn thing you’re saying.”

Hellflower rolled her eyes at the Warden’s ignorance. She tried to explain as simply as she could. “In short, Trespasser is unstable. It will change with its host, so Trespasser is different inside you than it was inside the Academician. What I was able to extract in your blood is completely different from Roste’s information. They are two completely different things.”

Hellflower motioned towards a microscope. “See for yourself.”

The equipment in Nucleus was far superior to what they had access to in Blackwater Base. For instance, the microscope was much clearer. After setting up a sample and arranging the lenses, Cloudhawk could see what was going on. He remembered the first time he had a look at Trespasser. It was a sample from Roste, and aside from mutating his blood and cells, he’d seen countless green structures swimming through the plasma. That was Trespasser.

He didn’t see any little green things this time.

In his body, Trespasser had become more golden in color, and the virus didn’t flow freely like in Roste’s sample. Flecks of gold were inserted in his cells like tiny jewels and visibly changed their construction.

Cloudhawk sucked in a breath. “How did this happen?!”

“That’s a question only you can answer.” Hellflower regarded him with a look of slight suspicion. “I’m beginning to wonder if there’s something more fundamentally wrong with your body. Frankly, whether you’re even human.”

He didn’t know how to respond. That was a bullshit statement, wasn’t it? Was he human? Of course he was!

Cloudhawk thought about the various ways he was different from other people and had to admit to feeling bewildered. If he was normal, then what would explain his strange talents? He didn’t have an answer.

Cloudhawk shook his head. “Whether I’m normal or not, I don’t want this nasty shit in my brain. You need to help me find a way to get rid of it.”

“There is a way, but we need time.”

It didn’t matter, so long as it stopped him from becoming a monster! Cloudhawk found himself unconsciously breathing a sigh of relief.

For the time being, his illness was under control. Whatever else needed to be done to cure him, he was willing to do. Living was more important than anything else.

Cloudhawk was going to ask her more questions to see what the next steps were when he was interrupted by an explosion. The doors were blown off their hinges!

Guards that had been posted outside flew through the door frame in pieces. Blackened chunks of flesh were a precursor to a crowd of people rushing in. The one who led them was tall, really tall, and was dressed all in black. He wore a cloak that looked like it was made of metal feathers, and when he entered the room, it was immediately filled with a cruel aura.

“It’s Raven!” The surprised shouts came from Hellflower’s assistants. One of the braver ones had the gall to stand in his path. “What do you think you’re doing? What gives you the right to come charging in here!?”

He answered with the barrel of a gun. The scientist’s head opened like a grotesque flower and splattered brains everywhere.

Cloudhawk had no idea what was going on, but he didn’t need to be a genius to figure it out. These people were here to kill Hellflower. She was the only person here who could help him, so he didn’t want to see her life cut short before she did. He shouted her way. “Go! Hurry!”

Raven’s grim voice slithered from his throat. “No one’s going anywhere.” [2]

1. Well, fuck this guy. He better die in a particularly nasty way, and soon.

2. Did you know a group of ravens is called an “unkindness”? Seemed fitting.


79 / Technological Fighting Force


Raven made his dark promise as twenty men rushed into the lab with weapons ready. They arrayed themselves before their leader in a semicircle before firing twenty high-grade rifles.

The lab became a backdrop for a dazzling display of broken glass and sparks as bullets tore the place apart.

Concentrated rifle fire obliterated everything in the enclosed space. The best fighters in the wastelands wouldn’t be able to protect themselves from what was tantamount to a wall of hot lead. Most of the unfortunate souls in the room were also hardly fighters. They were just scientists who didn’t know how to defend themselves. Shooting fish in a barrel would be more difficult.

Cloudhawk was fast enough to grab Hellflower, and the two huddled behind the thick examination table he’d tipped onto its side. As the hail of gunfire pummeled it, the metal bent and warped but did not give.

Cloudhawk scowled. “All this fuckin’ noise!”

Quiet!

He snapped his fingers, and a formless, invisible cocoon of energy spread out to fill half the laboratory. The assassins looked around as they struggled to understand the sudden, inexplicable change.

Their weapons were firing – they could tell by the kickback and muzzle flares – but there was no sound at all. The bullets ricocheted through the room, but they heard nothing. It was like someone just shut off the volume.

It wasn’t a power from any relic. This time, the mute field came from him and him alone. It was an unsung phenomenon, for never in recorded history had any demon hunter been able to use a relic’s power without the tool itself. Summoning a mute field wasn’t an earth-shattering accomplishment, but it did stop the attackers from being able to communicate, a flaw that he could maybe exploit.

Sure enough, as they continued to fire, that flaw revealed itself.

Cloudhawk reached over the gurney and flung eight metal spikes towards the door. They slipped through the air as fast as any bullet, faster than anyone could believe, and each one found a target.

Was this guy omniscient?! He didn’t even need to aim!

He wasn’t, of course. He had to aim but not necessarily with the help of his eyes. Moments after the spikes ended eight of the gunmen, a streak of gold swept by that opened the throats of several more.

Oddball’s dagger-like wings ripped through soft flesh without effort. It came at Cloudhawk’s call as he reached out to form a connection. After engorging itself on Ebonycrs, the small bird was overflowing with energy and flew almost faster than the eye could follow. At that speed, skin was separated like wet paper.

It stopped for just the blink of an eye and beat its tiny wings. Glittering, golden feathers fanned out in a deadly semi-circle!

Hellflower craned her neck over the table to see what was happening. Twenty assassins were now rapidly cooling corpses after just a matter of seconds. Eight were on the ground with metal spikes in vital areas, and eight more had been bled dry from holes in their throats. The rest had been killed by feathers.

So fast! How quickly the tables had turned!

Raven stood before the doorway like an iron tower, unmoved. Ten more giant men stood behind him, just as grim and quiet. Their average height was over two meters, and even then, they were still slightly shorter than Raven.

A red light flickered in the man’s dark eyes. “Kill them.”

Of course, there was no sound. Still, the large men seemed to get the message.

They came closing in like hulking shadows and were outfitted differently from the others. They wore something on their heads that resembled motorcycle helmets, and everything from their vests to their gloves to their boots were all made of metal. It made them look almost mechanical. They were a technical fighting force comparable if very different from the artistic elite Elysian warriors. The armor these men wore was simple in appearance but exceptional in function.

They moved in lock-step, almost mechanical. They raised a host of heavy guns towards the pair.

They were not normal guns, either. Rocket launchers!

Cloudhawk narrowed his eyes, tracking the trajectory of their gunfire. Wrapping an arm around Hellflower’s waist, he crouched low and then exploded into the air. He leaped safely from behind the gurney to another bit of cover.

Hellflower was not idly flung around. She drew her pistols and tightened her grip.

These were high-grade weapons dug up from ruins of the ancient world. They were unique in that their projectiles weren’t propelled by gunpowder but by electromagnetic coils. The magnetic current sped up the bullets to incredible speeds before releasing them, making them far more destructive.

She fired off a volley with incredible speed!

The rockets spat from the tech unit’s weapons were struck in midair. Sparks, explosions, shrapnel – the lab was a battlefield but still remained as silent as the grave. The armor-clad behemoths stumbled from the blasts.

Hellflower followed up with two quick shots at Raven. They struck but didn’t seem to puncture flesh. However, he was thrown back against a nearby wall. In the space of a few seconds, the assassins had lost their advantage and now found themselves in a difficult position.

Years of wandering the wastes had made Hellflower strong. She was formidable years ago when Cloudhawk met her in Blackwater, and she was only more terrifying now. In addition, her new guns could blow holes in three-inch steel plating. There was no reason why Raven could have survived. With him dead, the others weren’t any concern.

But, he wasn’t dead.

Raven’s cloak of thin, metallic feathers had deflected her bullets. The dramatic clothing had to have been made from Elysian tungsten – and was much sturdier than normal armor. The cloth material itself was some kind of mesh composite that offered extra protection against piercing blows. The combination made him effectively bulletproof, even against Hellflower’s high-velocity shots. Raven probably wore more armor underneath.

Metal feathers chimed as Raven got back to his feet. There was something about the guy that made Cloudhawk very uncomfortable – like there was something about him that was not normal.

No more waiting around. The Warden was a man of action. Phase, become invisible, move in close, attack.

The lab was still encased in a shell of soundlessness. With that and his invisible, formless body, Cloudhawk was impossible to detect as he moved towards the tech soldiers. He shoved his exorcist rod into them, releasing his mental power through it as the phase field dropped. The explosion of force ripped through the soldier and sent him careening wildly through the air like a rag doll.

Two quick swipes from the staff followed. Two more armored attackers went flying!

Meanwhile, Oddball was doing its part, whipping among the soldiers and using its wings to cut their weapons apart. They were left with no way to defend or pressure their targets.

He broke through the line of tech soldiers and moved in towards Raven. Even though Cloudhawk never dropped his invisibility, it didn’t seem to confound the assassin. After he tugged his cloak, the feathered armor was flung out towards Cloudhawk with a dangerous ringing. If Cloudhawk wanted to get in close enough to land a blow, he would have to fight through a host of knives.

He instinctively backed away.

From Raven’s wide sleeves extended a hand wrapped in a metal gauntlet. The fingers were several inches long and ended in spiked tips strong enough to pierce concrete. But, it wasn’t enough to overcome Cloudhawk’s phasing ability.

An odd buzzing sound emerged as a high-frequency particle blade emerged from the same sleeve.

The guy’s fighting style was fast and brutal. He changed approaches fast and often enough to make his next moves hard to read. He was definitely an opponent of rare skill. The speed with which he attacked was no less dangerous than the likes of Vulture and other members of the Dark Atom leadership, but Cloudhawk had his own methods to defend himself – to begin with, his incorporeal body.

He didn’t need it now.

As Raven lashed out with the particle blade, he was stopped mid-swing and sent reeling backwards. His hulking form struck the wall again with bone-jarring force. Several of the feathers on his cloak dropped to the floor in pieces.

The cabal of tech soldiers looked at the culprit: a massive, ominous tower of metal stood with its arm outstretched. An orb of blue energy was gathering in its palm and was then released.

Boom!

The armored giants were hit with a deluge of energy that pitched them several meters back. They hit the ground near the far corner in a heap of limbs.

Cloudhawk recognized the new arrival, a golem that represented the apex of ancient technology. Its entire body was specially constructed tungsten steel that could self-repair and was capable of sustaining incredible heat and tremendous force.

Wolfblade had controlled it when they attacked Hell’s Valley. The enormous guardian cut an impressive figure, even capable of standing toe-to-toe against Instructor Dumont’s relic-empowered charge!

Afterwards, the guardian was gifted to Hellflower. With such a powerful force by her side, it was unlikely anything was a threat. However, Cloudhawk saw that he wasn’t giving their enemies enough credit, for even after taking a direct blow from the guardian, Raven got back onto his feet like nothing had happened.

And so did the ten tech soldiers.

Raven’s reputation among the Dark Atom wasn’t just because of his personal abilities, vaunted though they were. He also commanded this unit of mysterious and powerful armored giants. All of them were uniquely talented killers, as skilled in combat as those like Vulture. The suits of armor they wore were the same grade of ancient technology as Hellflower’s guns, far from ordinary equipment even for Seekers. The tech unit’s fighting abilities were nothing short of incredible.

With their weapons destroyed, the soldiers charged forward into melee range. Cloudhawk was left with no choice but to meet them head-on.

Several successive blows had destroyed Raven’s glasses. Behind the glass, his left eye crackled with electric energy. It was certainly not natural.

Hellflower’s face was solemn and dignified. She’d only been part of the Dark Atom for a short time, but even she knew Raven’s reputation. He was Three-Eyed Spider’s most loyal dog, rarely dispatched and rarely sent out into the wastes. Consequently, Hellflower knew next to nothing about what he could do.

The silver guardian raised its arm. Blue light began to gather.

Raven fearlessly rushed forward, having crossed half the distance between them when the guardian’s pulse wave was released. The assassin strafed to the side but was still clipped by it. The blast tore off his mask and glasses and whipped back his cloak. Three-Eyed Spider’s mysterious servant was fully revealed.

His face was a mess of poorly healed scars. His right eye was normal, but the left was an electronic replacement. His scalp was gone, and where there should have been hair, there was instead a metal plate that looked like some kind of helmet. His half-human, half-machine appearance was disturbing to behold.

Hellflower’s irises constricted. “A cyborg?”

Roste wasn’t the only madman who had tried to improve his body. Three-Eyed Raven wasn’t the only lunatic trying to extend his life. 

Three-Eyed Spider had to be brilliant in order to achieve his status among the Dark Atom. He and Roste both were scientific minds practically without equal. Their processes were as incredible as they were unique. Roste’s transformation went deep down to the genetic level, a biological effort that was difficult but continuous and self-improving. Three-Eyed Spider’s tried to exploit a shortcut by combining high technology with the natural body to create a living machine.

Natural and unnatural, each had its advantages and drawbacks.

Raven was no man. He was Three-Eyed Spider’s weapon, a semi-artificial superhuman!

The silver guardian’s pulse wave didn’t catch the cyborg full-on, but it did stop his charge and cause some visible damage. It moved forward to launch an attack of its own, flinging its silvery streamline fist at its enemy. It caught the assassin in the chest.

Raven didn’t dodge. He couldn’t, nor would it have helped. A hand-to-hand battle with the silver guardian was suicide.

His chest caved in where the guardian struck. Obviously, the damage was severe, but there remained no expression on Raven’s scarred face. Perhaps whatever process had converted him into this creature had stolen the ability to show emotion? He abandoned any futile attempt to defend himself and instead met the guardian’s fist while wrapping his own hands around its head.

Raven’s body suddenly crackled with surging electrical current. Thousands of volts coursed through his metallic arms and into the guardian’s head. While Hellflower’s protector was reaching back for a second blow, its body suddenly went rigid.

Raven whipped his leg around and kicked the metal beast away. It hit the ground and skidded through the mute field, sending sparks cascading through the air. A trench of broken tiles marked where it passed. When it stopped, the guardian remained frozen where it lay, convulsing.

Impossible! Raven should not have been able to overcome the high-grade robot! Cloudhawk had seen what the robot could do with his own eyes. Raven had to have used some kind of special ability to knock it out of commission.

Hellflower’s face was now turned in a dark scowl. She didn’t know enough about their enemy, but he knew everything about her. He proved that by beating her protector. Fire, ice, acid – nothing was too much for the guardian. Physical damage? Laughable. Its only weakness was high-voltage electricity!

Raven knew this and had come prepared. For the time being, the silver guardian’s body was shut down and could not help. Without it, how was Hellflower supposed to defend herself against Three-Eyed Spider’s half-human assassin?


80 / The Wolf and the Spider


Hellflower fired off another volley. Her first-class gunplay was unequaled in the wastelands, and few could evade her attacks.

As such, Raven didn’t even try. The first shot struck him in the chest where the guardian had hit him, forcing the assassin back several steps. The next one caught him right between the eyes and flung his head backwards at an impossible angle.

A series of cracks and pops followed.

Raven’s head was forced up, popping his mangled spine back into place. There was an obvious indentation in his forehead where the bullet struck, but the shot did not otherwise seem to have an effect. His hideous face twisted into a cold sneer.

His right hand rose. 

The only way to describe what happened was to say his wrist disassembled. Raven’s hand folded backwards against his forearm to allow a barrel to extend from the cavity beneath. Immediately following, the gun sparked to life and fired a salvo of bullets at Hellflower’s position.

His arm was actually a heavy machine gun, fed by a bandolier Raven had slung over his torso beneath the cloak. The ferocious salvo was more intense than most and struck hard enough to shred most metal cover.

His right hand folded back next, exposing an igniter.

A stream of fire five meters long belched forth and covered half the room. It was hot enough to melt alloy in ten seconds and was wide enough to cut off any escape.

It was too much! He was a monster, completely inhuman! A feat of scientific horror. [1]

Every inch of his two-and-a-half-meter frame was built for destruction, a weapon with independent thought. Hellflower had spent decades combing through ancient ruins and never had she seen anything like this. 

Three-Eyed Spider was deserving of his reputation as a master scientist. Hellflower had underestimated his abilities.

Raven’s tech force was comprised of only the most exceptional warriors. They were outfitted with priceless gear, including high-frequency particle blades of their own. It was an array of exceptionally dangerous enemies that Cloudhawk had to face alone, and he was very nearly overwhelmed. He could hardly protect himself, much less try to protect Hellflower from the assassin.

Both of them were a hair’s breadth from destruction!

Raven was stepping closer to where Hellflower hid. Each step was preceded by flames and gunfire, keeping her pinned down. There was no way out. She had nowhere to go.

Damn it! Fuck this!

Cloudhawk summoned the power of the phase stone just in time to avoid several particle blades. They passed harmlessly through him without leaving a mark. He slipped away from the tech soldiers and threw himself at Raven.

Fire sprayed from his right arm like a deluge. Gunfire erupted from his left arm like a hurricane!

Cloudhawk rushed through it, feeling the lethal pressure bear down on him but somehow making it through. He reached out and grabbed Hellflower, cut his link with the stone, and shielded her from Raven’s onslaught. Intense pain wracked his body as fire and bullets struck his back. A normal man would have been instantly blown apart. 

No one could survive an attack like this. No one could save a soul marked for death by Raven.

The assassin watched this strange outsider put himself between Hellflower and her doom, expressionless. Foolish! Suicidal!

However, Cloudhawk was anything but suicidal. His gambit had a real chance of getting him killed, but it wasn’t certain. Somehow, he wasn’t killed by the spray of bullets, and at this critical moment, he didn’t do what Raven expected. Cloudhawk didn’t run for the exit or look for cover. With Hellflower wrapped in his arms, he ran straight for the back wall.

Both of them slipped right through. Raven’s fire burned the wall black, and the gunfire punched a hundred holes into it. Yet, his targets had vanished.

His eyes flashed and flickered, engaging technology to peer through the wall. He picked up their silhouettes in the hall on the other side. That was… unexpected. However, the target was still alive. His mission wasn’t finished. He gave chase, dropping his head and charging full speed at the wall they passed through.

The resulting impact shook the whole floor.

The partition of concrete and plaster was blasted apart like it was made of paper. Yet, when he raised his head, the hall was empty. Flickering lights danced in his eyes as they searched, but no sign of the two could be found.

Cloudhawk didn’t pause for breath after phasing through the wall. He continued to race through any barriers in his way until both he and Hellflower were outside of Raven’s scope. The assassin was unprepared. A demon hunter’s abilities defied logic and could not be planned for. They were abilities he had never had to contend with before and thus, he could not account for Cloudhawk’s intervention.

His tech soldiers quickly followed through the new opening he’d created. Never once did the cold, stoic expression leave Raven’s face. “Let’s go.”

Eventually, Cloudhawk slowed, then stopped, and with a gasping breath, fell to the ground.

Hellflower picked him up and found he was slick with blood. Raven’s machine gun fire was too much, too intense. Just one bullet would have blown a fist-sized bullet through her frail body.

Cloudhawk had used his own body as a meat shield, putting himself between her and a whole storm of bullets.

It’d been only a second or two, but in that brief moment, he was struck at least fourteen times. The assassin’s precision was obvious, for most of those wounds were in critical places like his back, thigh, and the back of his head. Luckily, his body’s evolved status turned what would have otherwise been lethal blows into grievous wounds.

Hellflower scowled. “Are you trying to get yourself killed?!”

Cloudhawk wiped some of the blood from his face and managed a wry smirk. “Well, if you died, I was a goner anyway!”

She couldn’t understand what was wrong with this idiot’s head that made him act so recklessly. It wasn’t certain he’d die if Raven got her. Trespasser would continue to mutate his body, true, and it might even affect his thinking, but Cloudhawk would still be Cloudhawk. A monster maybe, but not dead.

“Look, now’s not a good time to think it over.” Cloudhawk shut his eyes for a moment and made sure Oddball was alright. It was, and his small friend confirmed that Raven wasn’t right on their heels. Cloudhawk sighed in relief. “That asshole’s retreated. What do we do now?”

“Raven is Three-Eyed Spider’s man. If he came to kill me, it was at that old lunatic’s command.” Hellflower’s face darkened. “Three-Eyed Spider’s real target has to be Wolfblade.”

“Wolfblade?!”

“Yes, he’s in danger. We have to hurry!”

Cloudhawk tried to stand but slowly sank back down to the floor. His legs were torn up, and he only managed to get them away from Raven by force of will. Without a word, Hellflower lifted him up onto her shoulders then headed off towards Wolfblade’s quarters.

Nucleus was in chaos. News of Three-Eyed Spider’s coup had spread. Everyone knew an inevitable war between the scientist and Wolfblade was about to happen.

By the time Hellflower reached the library Wolfblade often frequented, there were hundreds of soldiers already there. Vulture and other leaders were present as well.

When Vulture saw Hellflower approach with the wounded Cloudhawk on her back, his naturally malicious features twisted even further. “You’re… what happened?”

“Three-Eyed Spider has started a revolt!” She paid him little attention. “Where’s Wolfblade?”

They pushed through the study doors, and there was Wolfblade. He stood there looking at the two of them in surprise, wearing only his robes and with a book of poetry in his hands.

Cloudhawk bit back a flurry of abusive words. Fuck! The shit has hit the fan and here he is with a goddamn book like he doesn’t know anything was wrong!

Hellflower was also confounded by his lack of reaction. “Three-Eyed Spider is coming to kill you.”

Wolfblade stood there with his face half-covered in bandages and a book in his hand, nonplussed. He looked at her and Cloudhawk with his one good eye before smiling. “Don’t fret. Relax. Everything is under control. He isn’t going anywhere – he’s already here.”

A large group arrived before the study, crack soldiers led by Three-Eyed Spider.

After a few seconds of desperate searching, Cloudhawk could not find Raven. He figured it would only be a few more minutes before the assassin arrived, however. When the old scientist saw Hellflower and Cloudhawk, his face was a mixture of surprise and anger. It was almost inconceivable that his cyborg killer would have failed his mission.

“Three-Eyed Spider, my good sir. I long suspected it would come to this, though perhaps not this quickly.” Wolfblade greeted his betrayer with an inappropriate smile. “It makes little sense for you to be in such a rush. You’re old with one foot in the grave already. I don’t understand why you’d be so eager to leap in with the other one.”

Three-Eyed Spider answered with a derisive chuckle. “I’m not sure whether you’re really Wolfblade, but I’m sure I’m more than a match for you. Do you have the courage to test yourself against an old man?”

Was this scientist really challenging the terrorist leader to a duel?

Cloudhawk reached out to Oddball and, through his pet, saw that Raven was rushing towards them as fast as he could. He immediately grasped the old man’s plan and tried to warn Wolfblade. “Ignore him, he’s just trying to buy time until Raven gets here!”

“Just as well. Just as well. A gentleman is abiding, yes? We shouldn’t take advantage of our guest’s precarious position. We’ll wait until the entire party has arrived.” Keeping his incongruous stance, Wolfblade handed the book of poetry to Vulture, who stood nearby. He walked forward, smiling the entire time. “A spider hiding in the shadow for all these years… What sort of talents have you been hiding? I am a man who respects his elders, and since you’ve decided you can do a better job, it would be remiss for me to deny your attempt. Come, let me see what sort of power you really possess.”

“As you wish!”

The scientist’s third eye popped open.

Suddenly, Three-Eyed Spider’s hunched form began to swell as his lean frame was replaced with bulging muscle. Loose clothing became taut, threatening to burst the seams at any moment. His withered hair regained its youthful vigor, becoming golden blonde. All of this happened in mere seconds.

Where once had stood a shrunken elder, there was now a young and muscular man.

Surprise filled Hellflower’s face. “Rejuvenation?”

Three-Eyed Spider’s voice dropped the old man’s quaver and was once again full of youthful vitality. “A temporary condition achieved with the aid of pharmaceuticals, but for a while, I have been restored to the prime of my life. Wolfblade, child, before you were born, there were none within the Dark Atom who was my equal. Are you arrogant enough to believe you are?”

There was a common misconception around the wastelands that the Seekers were a bunch of smart but feeble researchers. They may have all sorts of knowledge, but take away their fancy gadgets and any half-wit bandit clan could wipe them out.

But, ideas like those were phenomenally wrong. Roste proved this, as did Three-Eyed Spider. The highest echelons of the Seekers weren’t just smart. They had long ago learned to turn knowledge into power. Only a fool failed to understand that in the wastelands, a man without power was merely a victim.

In his youth, Three-Eyed Spider had employed a cocktail of drugs to strengthen his body. At that time, he was already one of the Dark Atom’s most esteemed fighters. But as he got older, he no longer had a place out in the field. As the younger generation came to replace the old, they mistakenly assumed the old scientist was just useful locked away in his lab.

Little did they know that Three-Eyed Spider was among the top five most lethal fighters in the organization, if it came down to it.

“Time to die!”

Three-Eyed Spider took the initiative. He ran forward, his steps heavy enough to shake the ground. His fighting style was simple and direct. He threw a fist with enough strength to rival a cannonball. Wolfblade, looking scholarly and exposed, stood right in his path.

“Boss, be careful!”

Wolfblade’s men stared, dumbstruck. Who could have imagined that the old scientist was really this strong? Only Vulture and a handful of other men reacted differently. They were pulling out their weapons, preparing to act.

1. It’s the goddamn Terminator!


81 / The Mysterious Blade


Three-Eyed Spider’s words were full of confidence, but he didn’t dare underestimate his foe.

Wolfblade had masterminded every act of the Dark Atom for the last decade. He was the most capable leader the organization had ever seen. His personal abilities were beyond question. He was no mere wastelander. Three-Eyed Spider threw great force behind his opening attack, but perhaps no more than seventy percent of his full strength. He needed to keep something in reserve, leeway in case he needed to back off.

The old scientist launched the offensive and came charging towards Wolfblade. Meanwhile, the Dark Atom leader seemed hardly concerned.

It was Cloudhawk’s expression that changed. He sensed something coming from Wolfblade’s body, a familiar phenomenon like someone plucking a string.

A relic! It was some sort of artifact he’d never felt before, strong and mysterious!

This peculiar melody was foreign to Cloudhawk. It was strangely isolated, incomplete, and yet, incredibly powerful.

A moment later, Wolfblade reacted. But, he did not move.

A pyre of blue ghostly flames burst from him. Ghostly flames were perhaps not accurate, though – they were more akin to fluorescent smoke. Formless, shapeless, but clinging tightly to his body, the strange emission was alive with light. Sparkling color danced through it like a starry night sky, and for a moment, it was like Wolfblade stood in the center of his own galaxy.

Glimmering shards vibrated in the mist. They gathered together until the disparate fragments combined to form a blade.

It was shaped like a sword with a sharp tip and razor edges. Something was inscribed along its surface, and the whole thing shone with ethereal azure light. Sparkling impressively, its presence filled the study with an old and imperial air. Both real and illusory, caught somewhere between a dream and reality, it was impossible to determine if the weapon was actually there.

The hiltless sword hovered above Wolfblade’s head, divorced from the rules of reality. Energy poured off of it like a mist to diffuse all around its bearer. When Three-Eyed Spider’s fist was about to make contact, the mist pulsed and deflected the concussive force back on the scientist.

Three-Eyed Spider went hurtling across the study. He landed on his feet, crushing the fine marble under him into powder.

“Y-you… you’re a demon hunter!” He stuttered the revelation. Everyone present was equally stunned by what they saw, Cloudhawk among them.

No one would have thought that the Dark Atom’s illustrious leader, a man who had spent his life battling the Elysians, was himself a demon hunter. Dogs would scoff at such a ridiculous assertion.

In their previous meeting, Cloudhawk didn’t even feel the slightest inkling of a relic on or near the Dark Atom’s leader. No one had ever been able to hide a relic’s harmony from him before. What sort of person was Wolfblade? He was certainly no normal wastelander!

The scholarly man stood before his attacker, his expression never changing throughout the assault. He stood almost indolently with his arms folded before his chest, perfectly composed. “You all are too rigid in your thinking. That won’t do. Gods and demons both rely on servants to fight their battles, don’t they? What are demon hunters other than a faction? Not everyone who can use relics is a demon hunter. They could be godslayers.”

Three-Eyed Spider’s arm was badly mangled. The mighty punch not only failed to injure his opponent, but it instead turned out to be far more harmful to himself. The scientist’s face was pale, and sweat was pouring down his brow. “Godslayers? What are you talking about?!”

Wolfblade’s lips turned in a dark smirk. “It’s not a matter that concerns dead men.”

“We’ll see!” Three-Eyed Spider raised his voice to shout, “Now! Kill him!”

His cries shook the traitors from their surprised stupor. Wolfblade was stronger than they were. They realized it now, but it was too late to back away now. Their faith in Three-Eyed Spider was solid, and besides, that they knew Wolfblade would never forgive their treachery. Either he died today, or all of them did.

Hundreds of Dark Atom members charged at each other like tidal waves.

Civil war had erupted within Nucleus.

Wolfblade’s men were at an obvious disadvantage, but their leader was unperturbed. The mystical weapon continued to float around him, encasing him in the cloak of blue mist. This diffuse power was drawn back into the sword, infusing it with ever more energy.

Wolfblade extended a single finger towards the crowd. A streak of blue light fired through where he indicated.

A dozen men were summarily butchered as the light passed through them, dead before they hit the ground.

Their bodies did nothing to slow the sword down. They fell away like dry weeds before the scythe, powerless against the indomitable weapon. One after another, Wolfblade’s relic weapon pierced his foes with the only indication that it was weakening being a slight dimming in the light around it. After it was done, a line of corpses trailed in its wake, and its light was spent.

Thunk!

The sword implanted itself into the floor of the study.

No sound came from the unfortunate men who were in the sword’s path. Their wounds seethed with blue light that spread out like cracks in a windowpane. They hit the ground and shattered into pieces. Those pieces continued to crumble into smaller and smaller parts until they wafted away on the wind as tens of thousands of glimmering blue specks. 

In the passage of only a few seconds, nothing remained, not even a drop of blood. It was as though they never existed at all.

Cloudhawk’s eyes went wide. “That power… amazing!”

In that one display, Wolfblade showed he had more ability than many veteran demon hunters. Even Selene might struggle to beat him in a one-on-one fight [1]. Whatever this blade without a handle was, it was definitely a relic of the highest quality. The fact that it just erased a dozen people was proof of that.

Using the sword had robbed Wolfblade of his misty defense. Three-Eyed Spider seized the opportunity and came charging at him with another punch. His henchmen moved in to support. Wolfblade was pushed back several steps, back towards Vulture and the others.

While Three-Eyed Spider pressed the attack, he shouted towards the beak-nosed fighter. “Now’s the moment! Kill him!”

Hellflower and Cloudhawk froze. Had Vulture betrayed his master and joined the scientist?

Although Wolfblade’s relic was immensely powerful, even the strongest tools had their limits. He’d used it to attack and left himself open. Now, under assault from Three-Eyed Spider, if his closest people turned on him, then Wolfblade would be caught in a deadly trap. Not even a demon hunter could escape unscathed when surrounded and sneak attacked.

A handful of men went on the offensive.

Vulture wrenched a poisoned dagger from his belt and then attacked like a baneful gale. He swept up behind Wolfblade and raised his hand high.

“No!”

But, what happened next was unexpected, for as Vulture’s dagger was poised to stab his master in the back, it missed. And bored right into the center of Three-Eyed Spider’s chest.

The scientist’s three eyes stared, wild and angry, gaping at the man in disbelief. “You -”

Wolfblade looked at his incredulous expression with a smile wide enough to show teeth. There wasn’t an ounce of fear at his apparent brush with death.

The rest of the men under Vulture’s command turned on Three-Eyed Spider. He was too stricken to voice his rage and could only scream as they closed in. He tried to flee, earning several life-threatening wounds for his efforts. Meanwhile, Vulture’s poison had seeped into his bloodstream and robbed him of any hope.

“Why?!”

Three-Eyed Spider was gravely wounded, perhaps fatally. He had not thought that the one Vulture would betray would be him. Could they truly look upon this man Wolfblade had become and remain loyal? Were they really willing to work themselves to death at his command? Did they honestly believe all his lofty promises would offer any return? Why?!

Ten or so of the Dark Atom’s elite stood by Wolfblade’s side, Vulture among them. They had their weapons raised, ready for battle. And though their expressions were all different, the lights in their eyes were the same. There were no slivers of regret or hesitation in their depths.

The hovering blue sword returned to Wolfblade.

His body once more began to release its cocoon of power. Beneath the supernatural blue light, his face lost its playful charm and instead adopted an inscrutable intensity. “Your time on this earth is more than twice my own. Yet, you still cannot see?”

Three-Eyed Spider didn’t understand. Neither did Cloudhawk for that matter.

“These men are the backbone of the Dark Atom, faithful revolutionaries in service to our cause. They are all willing to give their lives to defeat the tyranny of Skycloud, and revolutionary men like them need a revolutionary leader, not a man who spends his days hiding in a laboratory, desperately searching for a way to extend his own life.”

Three-Eyed Spider’s face was sickly pale.

“It doesn’t matter what changes befall a leader, whether or not they are the same as they once were.” As he spoke, the sword drew in the mist of energy once again, several times more than before. Wolfblade’s voice thundered through the study as though he might blast the traitor apart with the force of his words alone. “What is important is that I can still lead. We have faith! You have none! You are selfish, and you are a coward!”

The sword lashed out!

Three-Eyed Spider knew his coup had failed. He turned and tried to run, but the sword gave chase as fast as a lightning bolt. More than twenty men were reduced to dust as they tried to scramble out of the way. Wolfblade’s nightmarish relic gleamed as it caught up with its target.

But, in that instant, a hulking black figure appeared in the air, wreathed in a cloak of metallic feathers. One arm struck the blade and was immediately disintegrated, but it was enough to alter its trajectory ever so slightly. Another ten renegades were turned to nothing.

Raven landed and grabbed onto Three-Eyed Spider with his one remaining hand.

Wolfblade narrowed his eye. The sword was already back above his head gathering strength.

It had become clear that Wolfblade’s sword was indeed powerful but could only release its energy all at once in a single strike. If it failed to end its target, it had to recover energy before it made another attack. While it did, its bearer was protected by a powerful shield, a shield which was lost when the weapon was released.

Therefore, defeating Wolfblade first required his attacker to be strong enough to evade or deflect the sword. Then, he needed to have the speed and wits necessary to take advantage of his small window of vulnerability. It was the one intrinsic flaw in an otherwise marvelous relic.

Raven had arrived, but it didn’t matter. He was too late and too weak to stop the inevitable.

The sword struck a third time.

Three-Eyed Spider’s ashen face fell, yet as he faced his own demise, the entire city shook from an impact. The quaking ground was so severe that for a moment, up and down were impossible to discern. Great boulders collapsed from overhead, raining down on the unprepared masses below.

“Earthquake?!” Cloudhawk shouted in surprise.

“Impossible! Nucleus is protected against earthquakes!” Hellflower’s mind raced to find the most likely cause. “We’re being attacked from outside!”

Blaring alarms screamed all throughout the city in confirmation. Someone’s terrified shouts rose over the din. “The Skycloud army is at the gates!”

At last, Wolfblade seemed to recognize that the situation was critical. He frowned, for although he knew their position had been revealed, he hadn’t expected an assault so soon. The other members of the Dark Atom were scared and furious. Over the last few years, they had been hounded by these Elysian scum, and now they were knocking down the door to their home? Fate had abandoned them.

“Evacuate!”

Three-Eyed Spider didn’t know how the Elysians got here, but he was grateful. It was his chance to escape certain death. Raven opened his mouth and spat out a series of pellets. When they hit the ground, they burst into clouds of noxious green smoke that he used as cover to pull Three-Eyed Spider to safety.

Vulture and the others were ready to give chase, but Wolfblade called them back.

“Forget him.” He called back his sword and sighed. The scientist was dealt with, for now. He couldn’t allow the distraction. “Save your energy. The real fight starts now.”

Skycloud had arrived. It was the single greatest disaster the Dark Atom could suffer.

Ever since its inception, there had never been a wastelander power strong enough to stand up to the Elysians. It wasn’t just their superior numbers and equipment. Skycloud was home to a host of brilliant warriors. Without a doubt, this would be the most harrowing test the Dark Atom had ever faced.

Cloudhawk’s supernatural healing had been working on his injuries, and by now, he was at least recovered enough to move. But, the problem facing him now was especially fraught. Any decision he made was the wrong one: In a war between Skycloud and the Dark Atom, which side was he supposed to choose?

If he helped Skycloud, would Trespasser continue to wreak havoc throughout his body?

But, if he helped the Dark Atom, was it not the same as throwing his life away? How were these wastelanders supposed to survive against the full might of the Elysian army? Even if by some miracle, he got away, he would immediately be branded a traitor. They would hunt him for the rest of his life.

1. Pretty huge power-up, considering he had his ass handed to him when they actually scuffled


82 / Full-On Assault


A minute before the chaos.

The Elysian warships had reached their destination, and the soldiers all gathered at the staging area. The Blisterpeak Mountains, a barren, rolling expanse inhospitable to life, stretched in all directions. If not for their guide, no one would know that the Dark Atom city was just below.

Hammont wiped the sweat collecting on his fat face. It all still felt like a dream.

Back in the Sandbar, catching one or two Dark Atom terrorists was a rare and lauded accomplishment. How many times had he imagined a day like this? Charging into the heart of the rebels with his countrymen, wiping them from the face of the earth. He looked at the faces of fellow soldiers all around him who were nervously gripping their weapons, silently waiting for their moment. The intensity of the atmosphere was almost overwhelming.

One soldier thrust a long metal rod into the ground. From its apex, a light pierced high towards the clouds.

The ominous haze did not dim the Elysian signal, a call to war. A few minutes later, the magnificent ships of the Skycloud army descended through the clouds. They were as terrifying as they were beautiful.

Each one was a work of art as if a thousand skilled craftsmen had turned a jade mountain into a masterpiece. As they slowly descended towards the ground, their construction was more easily discerned. An array of spires adorned each one. They were the core of Elysian technology, and each had a different function.

Two of them were source towers. They provided the ships with an unending supply of power. Another was the defensive tower that maintained their protective shields. 

Yet another was the attack tower. Even as the ship now sank towards it, this pylon was aglow with energy. Halos of energy pulsed from the base of the tower and rose to its apex, where it gathered at a singular point. From there, it blasted outward in an effusion of pure force.

It was a blast mighty enough to split mountains and cleave the earth. Enough to level an entire city!

Many of the ships fired simultaneously. A rain of glimmering spears of light descended. Boom! Explosions rang out. The earth shook! Fissures appeared in the sides of the volcanic mountains.

Below the ground, Nucleus shook from a blow more ferocious than any it had experienced before.

The entire mountain surface was blown to pieces. Smoke rose towards the heavens in a plume while chunks of rock the size of warships were blown across the range. Day turned to night as the sun was blotted out. Coal’s eyes were wide as he witnessed this apocalyptic scene. He couldn’t believe what he was watching. He’d been sure the city under the mountain had some way to defend itself against these devils. However, the power they commanded was otherworldly. Coal’s hopes were shattered just like the mountain.

While the pylons obliterated their target, more soldiers dropped from the ships to join those already on the ground. This was a war against their most-hated foe, so Skycloud wasn’t satisfied with sending just a few thousand soldiers. A full third of the border forces had been mobilized. It was their best men, enough to overwhelm the Dark Atom through sheer numbers alone. With the addition of their Elysian armor and weaponry, they were an invading army capable of incredible destruction.

“The mutants are useless now. Kill them.”

Brontes’s cold voice was heard through the thunderous blasts of the pylons, cold as ice.

Despair knotted Coal’s stomach. He was responsible for bringing these evil outsiders here. The abyss that faced his people was one of his making. The glint of a thousand swords glittered all around as soldiers drew their weapons, preparing to attack.

“No!” Coal screamed. A dozen swords came raining down upon him. These were strong men, the elite. The mutant’s rocky body was scarred by their vicious blows, but they also cut away much of the wire that bound him. Coal roared and struggled, calling on an inner strength he didn’t know he had. His arms burst through the bowstrings tying him down and the swords that assailed him were immediately shattered or cast away.

He landed a punch on the chest of one of the soldiers closest to him.

Sturdy metal cracked like porcelain. The force was like an explosion ripping through the interior, and bits of blood and flesh oozed from the gaps. Whatever human was inside had been smashed like a ripe tomato.

Coal raced towards the members of his tribe being slaughtered. He ran through and over the soldiers in his path, a runaway meat grinder.

He punched through the forest of swords, smashing apart anything that tried to stop him. His attacks weren’t showy and, in fact, were almost clumsy, but they had a force borne from pure rage. Riding the fury and putting faith in his impenetrable body, he charged ahead.

Drake balked at the scene. “He’s gone mad again!”

He moved in to intercept the mutant himself. The two clashed several times in the space of a few seconds. Drake managed to leave Coal with a few wounds, and Coal had knocked him back more than once. The Elysian lieutenant was amazed at how a mere barbarian could grow so strong. The beast could stand still, and men would tire themselves to death trying to hack through his skin.

Brontes’s chilly voice called out more commands. “Everyone, attack! Overpower him!”

If ten wasn’t enough, then they would bring a hundred. If a hundred couldn’t stop the mutant, then two hundred would come! It didn’t matter how strong it was. No beast could take on the entire Elysian army. It would tire eventually. It was only a matter of how many would die with it.

A white-haired man plunged from overhead with a golden sword held high. He heaved his broadsword with both hands, causing the air to whistle in protest as it swept towards his foe.

But, that was an illusion.

The old man wasn’t swinging the sword. The sword was dragging the man along with it. What was otherwise a dead weapon became a living thing in this veteran’s grasp. Like a metal dragon with its teeth bared, the sword lashed at its target while its bearer clung tightly to it to maintain control.

An attack like this with a weapon that seemed to have a mind of its own… it was definitely a master-level martial ability.

Coal’s headlong charge came to an abrupt end. Coal didn’t know much of the world, but he was no fool. He knew what sort of attack was a threat. He knew what he could handle, what he could deflect, and what he had to avoid. He stopped out of an almost instinctive reaction.

In the instant he stopped, the old warrior responded.

He missed with the edge but spun it around and slammed the flat body of his sword against Coal’s chest. Outwardly, it seemed like a little slap, but the power in it knocked the giant to the ground and sent him tearing backwards. A trench was left in his wake.

Aegir Polaris, commander of the border forces! Coal had never come across such a fearsome warrior. That brief contact had left the mutant with the worst internal injuries he’d ever experienced.

Coal couldn’t help but feel lost and astonished. No creature – not even Magmesa – had caused him as much pain as this human. He was almost child-like compared to Coal, his white hair a sign of advanced years, yet he handily knocked Coal down.

He was filled with a terrible sense of danger. This white-haired foreigner was a far more terrible enemy than Magmesa.

They hadn’t even really exchanged blows, but Coal already knew he was outmatched. Death was the only outcome of trying to fight him! He was the strongest living thing Coal had ever met!

Aegir said nothing. He raised his sword high, and the inscription etched into it began to glow.

His weapon wasn’t a relic. Relics were the tools of demon hunters, and Aegir did not have their powers. He was just a metahuman with highly evolved speed and strength, a superhuman body he empowered through martial technique.

Although his weapon was no relic, it was a sword specially crafted by the Temple and imbued with holy energy. It was tailor-made for him and had been infused with tremendous potency that wildly increased its killing power. There were no more than fifty weapons of this caliber in all of Skycloud. It was not a relic, but it was close.

Aegir swung his arms again. A blast of power was cast out from where the sword passed, tearing through the ground towards Coal.

It was a physical phenomenon, a rare long-ranged attack from a non-demon hunter. While only effective within ten meters, there were only a handful of people in all the Elysian lands with the skill needed to pull it off.

And it was mighty enough to split Coal in half. Fear urged his body to scramble out of the way.

However, Aegir’s incredible feat was just a ploy. Coal managed to evade, but an even more dire sensation immediately washed over him. The white-haired foreigner came charging at him, encased in fiery light. A normal human couldn’t spout fire from his pores, of course. This fire was a phenomenon caused by his speed. He raced at Coal so fast that friction was causing the air around him to ignite. He was easily going twice the speed of sound, and he came at the mutant with the momentum of a whole army.

It was Spearhead, one of the most basic moves in the martial arsenal. Only, when used by a master like the general, it was vastly more dangerous.

Coal was struck full-on and flung into the air. An arc of blood spat from his mouth marked his trajectory.

But, the old man wasn’t done.

Aegir leaped into the air. Light played off his broadsword, leaving a trail like a heavenly dragon! As he rose up towards Coal’s falling body, the sword split from one into two, from two into four. By the time they intersected, there were eight blazing swords in the sky, wielded by eight copies of the general.

A fervent light gleamed in Drake’s eyes as he watched from below. “The Polaris family’s Manifold Strike!”

Manifold Strike wasn’t really cloning. The technique was done so quickly that, to the observer, several copies appeared all at once. It was one of the greatest skills of the Polaris family. The only other person aside from Aegir capable of performing it was General Skye himself.

Eight golden swords closed in on Coal, and all at once, eight golden swords pierced his body.

Cracks appeared all over him

The swords struck from eight different directions. It was impossible to tell which came first, but the streaks of golden light obviously passed all the way through Coal. 

Boom!

The earth shook as Coal fell back to the ground.

Coal’s body was a mess of gaping wounds. He tried to claw his way back up twice but couldn’t manage to. He looked towards his people as bitter tears rolled down his rock-like face. He held out a hand, reaching towards them. The hand fell into the dirt.

Aegir Polaris nimbly landed back on his feet, having hardly broken a sweat. He hit the ground so hard that the stone beneath him buckled and left a crater. Harsh winds from the volcanoes picked up the edges of his cloak, causing it to flap as he heaved his broadsword high.

“Glory!“

“Glory!”

“Glory!”

Their commander was a force from heaven! The soldiers cheered at his heroic display!

Aegir looked over his men with a gaze of iron. He slowly pointed his blessed weapon forward. “Advance! We will not return home until the vile city has been razed to the ground!”

Skycloud’s forces had assembled and were ready for the final assault on the Dark Atom headquarters. They were arrayed in battle formation, each battalion protected by a shield of radiant light. They marched forward like a colony of ants and clustered around the entrance to Nucleus. Meanwhile, the warships overhead continued their bombardment. The Elysian army began its glorious assault.

If the Dark Atom continued to remain silent, it would be doomed.

Then, from the surrounding volcanic vents rose rugged wastelander airships, one after another.

There were more than expected, dozens of them, but that should not have been a surprise for a group like the Dark Atom. All the power at their disposal was here and engaged for this epic conflict. The outcome of this war would determine whether the rebel organization would exist tomorrow. Now was not the time to hold anything back. Wastelander airships emerged from the surroundings to encircle the Elysian forces.

A Dark Atom officer shouted his command, “Attack!”

A swarm of ballistae fired on the Skycloud warships. 

Normally the Elysians would have nothing to fear from crude weapons like this, but these bolts were different. They were made entirely of high-grade alloy, and in lieu of traditional sharpened tips, they were fitted with a cylindrical payload covered in an intricate net of sparking wires.

Missiles!

The arrows fired from these ballistae were tipped with highly explosive ordinance and chemical weapons!

When the three-meter long projectiles struck the Elysian shields, they detonated with incredible force, releasing huge amounts of black smoke in the process. Skycloud’s air support was blinded by the haze. Heavy machine-gun fire and cannons roared from the Dark Atom ships as they pulled broadside in an unending assault on the invaders.

Aegir looked up at the scene with a severe countenance, but there was no fear or uncertainty. “Onward!”

Loud hymns of praise for their gods rang off the mountain peaks as the soldiers marched on. Advancing through clouds of toxic smoke and a hail of bullets, they would not be dissuaded from their righteous mission to eliminate the Dark Atom once and for all.


83 / A Snake in the Garden


Cloudhawk’s first thought: Run. Escape. Screw everybody else.

If he only worried about himself and Hellflower, then he was certain they could escape with their lives.

What did it matter if the Dark Atom was wiped off the map? Besides, Hellflower was the only one who could save him, so why should he risk his life by sticking around here? These rebels were a bunch of psychopaths anyway, zealots willing to throw themselves on Elysian swords. They had no one to blame but themselves for the tragedy they were about to suffer.

But, Hellflower refused. She wouldn’t flee with Cloudhawk. That’s when he remembered.

Hellflower was just as crazy as the rest of them, maybe crazier. She’d wandered the wastelands for twenty years, traveling from one Seeker base to another. Nucleus was the culmination of all her searching. The Dark Atom’s technology and collected knowledge were like a furnace where she could temper everything she learned. It turned her into the incredible scientist that she was.

She was a simple woman, in a way. She didn’t really care about the goals of the Dark Atom, nor was she determined to make the Elysians her enemy. Her one goal was knowledge, the pursuit of that which was hidden. It was an insatiable need, and the Dark Atom was the only group for thousands of kilometers with the tools she craved. So, she wouldn’t leave. Hellflower would remain with the Dark Atom till the end.

And what did Cloudhawk understand, anyway?

Hellflower may have managed to get her hands on Roste’s legacy, but without the proper equipment or resources, it was just data on a page. She couldn’t help him without the Dark Atom’s resources, so if he wanted any chance of getting better, he had to fight with the rebels.

“The Dark Atom isn’t as weak as you seem to think. The Elysians won’t destroy us so easily – stop worrying.”

Her false sense of confidence floored him. How could such a smart woman be so blind?! Wastelanders were wastelanders. How did she know what Skycloud was capable of if she’d never even been there?

Who knew what monsters they’d sent to take out these terrorists? Skye Polaris? Maybe even Arcturus Cloude himself? If just one of them was here, then they were doomed without question. But, even if they weren’t, who knew how many officers had been dispatched for a mission this important.

Skycloud had more skilled fighters than the desert had rocks, and their scope of training was vast. Not to mention Skycloud’s border forces, which had to have close to a hundred thousand men. If you added all of the Dark Atom’s rebels together, it wouldn’t even number half of that.

Hellflower wasted no time on Cloudhawk and started to act, leaving him scratching his head. There was no choice. It wasn’t like Cloudhawk could knock her out and drag her away.

“Don’t stand there like an idiot. Help me evacuate people!”

Wolfblade was already gone. He had gathered the fighters and was mounting a defense. However, there were many who were caught in the chaos and couldn’t escape. The greatest resource of Nucleus wasn’t the city or anything in it. It was the Seekers themselves, the scientists who were often looked at as though they were useless. They were the ones diligently researching the secrets of the old world and bringing its boons into the present.

To the Dark Atom, these people were priceless. Now that war had come to their home, they had to be protected.

Cloudhawk’s injuries had recovered greatly, enough that he could be of use. Yet, as he was moving to help Hellflower, he heard the sounds of combat draw near. Presumably, a small group of invaders had slipped in while the two main forces were busy fighting each other.

“Fuck, fine. It looks like I’m not going back to the Elysian lands.” There was no question that Nucleus had been consumed by the turmoil of war. Cloudhawk pulled out his mask and slipped it onto his face. He then looked towards Hellflower as she helped a group of women and children find shelter. “I’ll help where I can. Get those people out of here!”

An ambiguous smile teased the corners of Hellflower’s lips when she saw he was preparing to offer support. “I knew you wouldn’t abandon me. Protecting yourself and staying alive is the most important thing.”

Do you really care?

The Dark Atom or Cloudhawk. There was a chance it would come down to one or the other, and if Hellflower had to choose… well, he didn’t like his chances.

Soldiers had begun to pour into Nucleus from several breaches. So far, they weren’t many, several hundred perhaps. Buzzard, Greenscale, and other Dark Atom agents had formed a small resistance force.

However, despite their small numbers, the rebels quickly discovered that these black-clad invaders were more of a threat than they appeared. This was especially true for their two leaders, who by themselves cut down many of the rebels who rose to oppose them.

Buzzard quickly recognized that they were outmatched. “Greenscale, go get help!”

The former mercenary was completely in lizard form. He barely managed to slip beneath an attacker’s blade, but before he could respond to his commander, an arrow pinned him to the wall.

Two invaders hacked their weapons toward him, aiming to finish him off.

Buzzard responded by flinging a steel pole their way. His aim was true, and the two men in black were both pierced through like a gruesome kebab.

There were only a dozen or so soldiers left, and the invaders were close to two hundred. Underestimating the invading force had put Buzzard in a bad position.

A particularly large man appeared in his field of view. He was hidden beneath a large leather cloak, and scars were etched around his eyes. His lips were pulled into a derisive sneer. Fondling a jade ring on his thumb, the man idly raised his arm towards Buzzard.

A scorching wave of energy came tearing across the distance between them. Buzzard, having thrown his weapon to protect Greenscale, was defenseless.

But just as he felt the hair begin to singe his head, someone kicked his leg out from under him. The sweep was hard enough to very nearly snap bone, but it sent him sliding several meters away instead. The invader’s ray of light screamed by overhead but caused no harm. It arched through the city until a wall stopped it. The sheer energy contained in the ray melted the wall into a bubbling liquid within seconds.

Buzzard was drenched in a cold sweat. If he hadn’t been knocked away, he would have been instantly incinerated. He turned his head to look for his savior but saw no one.

Adder, however, frowned at the scene, but the knowing light in his eyes was obvious. He turned that piercing gaze towards a corner. “Cloudhawk? It’s you!”

Cloudhawk? Buzzard looked doubtful. Why would that guy help him?

“Heh, Boss Adder’s got a keen eye,” Cloudhawk spoke easily, even after being discovered. He dropped the power of the invisibility cloak and appeared before the crowd, and although his stance was casual, his eyes were iron as they fixed on Adder. His voice was thick with mocking humor. “I know you’re not the reason the Elysians got here so quick, right?”

“I am,” he replied frankly.

“So, you sent me to blaze the trail and had the Elysian army follow. Is it wrong to suspect you’re an agent of Skycloud that was sent to the wastelands? It’s the only thing that makes any sense to me.”

“You don’t need to know.” Adder shook his head. He didn’t have much time, and he wasn’t going to waste it here. So, he was blunt. “I’m just here to make sure I get what I want. For Luciasha’s sake, I don’t want to have to kill you, so move aside and mind your own business.”

Cloudhawk didn’t give two shits about Adder and his mission, but throwing him into the fire like this was fucked up. He wasn't a forgiving sort, so he couldn’t just let Adder get away with being a dick.

“You know, the more you say shit like that, the more curious it makes me. I’m the sort of guy who can’t help myself when I’m curious.”

“Then, I suppose I’ll just have to kill you.”

“Alright, tryin’ to intimidate me eh? I have decided to get involved in everyone’s business today.” Cloudhawk rolled his eyes. He didn’t know a damn thing about Adder – whose side he was on or who he really was – but he sure as shit wasn’t going to just let him walk into Nucleus and get his hands on that weapon he wanted. If it really existed, things would be really bad if Adder came to possess something that could level a whole city. “Let’s see what Boss Adder’s really got. I’ve always wanted to know, and this seems like the perfect opportunity to see for myself. Hell, if we walk away without a little scuffle, I wouldn’t be able to forgive myself.”

Adder wasted no time. “Revenant!”

With no prelude to his arrival, Revenant appeared at Cloudhawk’s side. His keen blade was already poised to strike.

But, Cloudhawk knew he was there. People can be concealed, but the sound of relics always rang in his ears. He was prepared, so when Revenant’s sword came slashing towards him, it passed through harmlessly. The demon hunter responded with a vicious swing of his exorcist rod, and the black-clad killer deflected it with his sword. The impact still knocked him back.

Adder raised his hand and fired another searing beam. It possessed too much power and was impossible to avoid.

Nothing was faster than light, so by virtue of this terrible beam, Adder had slain many of his enemies. Only, it didn’t have the expected effect on Cloudhawk. The wastelander’s sixth sense was preternatural, sharp enough that he knew where the beam would pass even before it arose. He moved a fraction of an inch, just enough that the attack missed him completely.

Adder replied with a sinister chuckle. “Insignificant skill.”

No sooner were his words conveyed than a mirror surface appeared before Cloudhawk. An inexplicable power encased him. The strange sensation made him pause.

He narrowed his eyes, staring at the mirror. His reflection stared back.

Cloudhawk didn’t know how or why, but his reflection started to move on its own.

It stepped forward.

Cloudhawk’s mirror image, locked safely in a world of reflection, stepped brazenly into reality. Even though it was a carbon copy, it was nonetheless easy to see which Cloudhawk was the real one. The mirror image bore a sinister, bloodthirsty expression and brought with it a deadly air. It was a ghost plucked from the pits of the abyss.

This was a unique experience for Cloudhawk. “What the hell? What, did you think I needed a twin brother?”

Adder offered a twisted grin. “Ignorant hooligans rarely know how irritating they really are. I thought I might help you see yourself as you really are.”

Cloudhawk snorted a laugh. “Oh bossman, so naïve. You think a copy can beat me?”

He might look and move just like Cloudhawk, but could his copy really have the same abilities?

A sneer from the mirror image seemed to be his answer. It flicked the tattered cloak around its shoulders and vanished.

His face stiffened. Like meeting a fuckin’ ghost! It could even use relics! The thrum of an exorcist rod appeared out of nowhere, which he just managed to deflect before it could cave his head in. As the two weapons met, the air was filled with a concussive blast of energy that cracked the ground beneath their feet.

The surprise attack staggered him.

“I don’t have time to bother with you now, child. Play with yourself for a while. Men, move out!”

Adder didn’t even spare Cloudhawk a second glance. With a curt thrust of his hand, he and Revenant led the other men in black towards their objective.

“Over my dead body!”

However, Cloudhawk’s threats were useless. His mirror image raced forward to block his path. He was unpleasantly aware of the fact that this copy was just as strong as he was. An easy resolution to his problem wasn’t forthcoming. Buzzard also tried to move towards Adder, but the invaders in black stopped his advance. For the time being, all they could do was watch impotently as Adder raced away to perform whatever dark act they had planned.

But, what was it?


84 / The Primeval Weapon


Four exorcist staves, two for each Cloudhawk, clashed with bone-jarring force. 

The Warden and his mirror image had identical fighting styles. As they met again and again, kicking up gravel, it was hard to determine who would come out the victor.

What an incredible ability. Everything was a perfect copy: Cloudhawk’s speed, power, fighting style, even his relics were imitated perfectly. It was like a second Cloudhawk had stepped out from the ether.

Cloudhawk knew Adder was dangerous, but this was something else! How could such an amazing item exist!? With such a relic, was there anyone who was his equal?

Against Selene, he could make another Selene as an ally. Against the Crimson One, the same. Would Arcturus be able to survive a fight against himself? If he could turn any enemy against themselves, how could he be defeated?

No! No one was invincible!

This power came from a relic, and relics relied on the demon hunter for their powers. Cloudhawk was sure Adder couldn’t create a perfect copy of just anyone. He was sure that there was a flaw in what looked like a perfect weapon.

His mirror image raced at him, sliding across the ground like it was ice. He had an exorcist rod in each hand, which he whipped at the real Cloudhawk from both sides simultaneously. An advantage the mirror image enjoyed was singular purpose – it would not be distracted, unlike the real thing. It wasn’t human, either, so a single well-placed blow wasn’t likely to put it out of commission. With single-minded fury and without fear for its life, the fake Cloudhawk was more ferocious and threatening than the original.

No time to dodge.

Phase!

The exorcist staves passed through. Tremendous force ripped through Cloudhawk’s incorporeal form, nearly causing him to lose control of the phase field. When the danger had passed, he dropped the stone’s power, turned, and whipped his own staff at the mirror image. He knew his own style, and at this range, mirror Cloudhawk would definitely have to use its phase ability to avoid getting hit. He held back in anticipation of this, saving some strength for a follow-up.

However, much to his surprise, the blow landed. His mirror image went sailing through the air and hit the ground a few meters away. Its clothes were tattered, and wisps of something like steam seeped from cracks in its body. That hurt it pretty bad.

Strange… it didn’t phase?

The mirror image was perfect. Wait… almost perfect. Every hair was there, every pore, every relic – except the phase stone. There was nothing hanging from the copy’s neck.

There it was. With that revelation, Cloudhawk’s confidence was restored. Without the ability to slip between dimensions, his mirror image didn’t pose anywhere near the kind of threat he did. His copy didn’t appear frightened or frustrated. In fact, there was no expression on its face at all as it called on the invisibility cloak to summon several copies. Its aim was to confound enemies, but Cloudhawk knew the tactic and how to overcome it.

“A fake is by definition fake – never as good as the original. Die!”

A streak of golden light descended from above as Oddball appeared. It dashed through the copies headfirst for the true copy, and though it dodged out of the way, that gave Cloudhawk the opportunity he needed to close the distance between them. With his staves raised high, he came crashing down on the copy with everything he had.

The copy saw a flaw in his headlong rush and tried to knock him aside with its staves. But, it was a ploy, and as they met, Cloudhawk slipped through the copy to materialize behind. He twisted around, poured his mental energies into the weapons, and unloaded it into his foe.

Once again, the mirror image was knocked away. This blow was momentous.

Cracks appeared across the copy’s body like it was made from glass. Smoke poured from the fractures. It was obvious that an ability like this would need a lot of mental power from Adder, enough to keep the mirror image mobile for a while. The more damaged it became, however, the more of that energy was released, reducing how long it would be maintained. At this point, his doppelganger was on its last legs.

Cloudhawk didn’t have any more time to waste.

Oddball continued to flutter around the mirror image to distract it while the Warden once again came charging forward with his staves. They blasted through the copy, and finally, it was more than it could bear. It exploded into a hundred thousand shards like a shattered mirror and then disintegrated into nothing.

“If that’s all you got, Adder, let’s see how far you can run.”

Free from his own troubles, Cloudhawk helped Vulture quickly dispatch the black-clad invaders hounding him.

There was a conflicting light in the Dark Atom lieutenant’s eyes. He didn’t like the kid, and in fact, if he had half a chance, he might kill him for consigning his fellow rebels to the executioner’s block. But, Cloudhawk had become strong, and in an unexpected turn, the demon hunter responsible for his friends’ deaths was here helping them against the Elysians. 

Cloudhawk sensed the confusion and uncertainty. He glanced at Greenscale, who looked back at him while alert for any signs of threats. His lips turned in a disdainful, mocking smirk, and with a dismissive air, said, “If you two still have a problem with me, then you’re free to start shit later. For now, I need to get to that dipshit Adder. You can either help or get the fuck out of my way.”

What an arrogant little shit. He was talking like he’d already beaten the invaders. If it wasn’t for the Dark Atom agents, he probably would have turned tail and run.

Vulture and Greenscale exchanged a silent look but one that said they were determined to see this through. They didn’t know Adder or what he was here for, but it was obvious the men in black were a threat. They definitely weren’t here for anything good.

Meanwhile, Adder was pushing deeper into Nucleus. He had a defender by the throat, which he snapped as easily as a fist full of dry twigs. He threw the corpse aside like a piece of garbage.

Bodies were littered all around.

Revenant was nearby with his swords pressed against the throat of a lone survivor. The captive was the commander of this unit, the only one who could open the doors to the warehouse before them. The invaders’ cruel and ruthless techniques had ruined him to the point where he looked less than human. Begging for mercy, he complied with their demands to open the way forward.

Yet, once the doors had been unlocked, Adder stopped. He sensed something, something that made him scowl. “That annoying child is still coming. Make sure he doesn’t get through.”

Revenant briefly nodded. He and a group of invaders took up positions along the hall in preparation for an ambush.

Adder took what remained of his people into a top-secret storage facility. The commander opened up the several barriers blocking passage further in until they reached the heart of the warehouse. Adder’s typically dispassionate gaze took on a seething light when he saw it.

Two meters long, ancient in construction but with obvious modern adjustments. Its cylindrical structure was encased in a metal shell, thick and heavy.

Adder’s information was right. Here it was, an ancient weapon that countless Dark Atom scientists had toiled over until it was repaired. Signs of that were obvious with the patchwork metal and exposed wires, but it was serviceable.

Yet, while he always suspected it was true, seeing it here before him… Adder muttered almost to himself, “Is this it…?”

Much to his surprise, someone responded.

“Heh heh heh… of course it is.” The laughter slithered through his ears and wrapped itself around his spine like ice-cold fingers. It seemed to come from everywhere at once, simultaneously far away and right beside him. The other men in black surrounded their leader and brandished their weapons, peering into the shadows for hidden threats. But, they saw nothing, and the voice continued, “An ancient weapon from a bygone era – an atomic weapon, discovered by the humans of a long-dead civilization. This is where the name "Dark Atom’ is derived from, this one metal tube. Up to now, it is the only one they’ve managed to repair. Two meters tall and powerful enough to erase a million souls in an instant.”

Dread clung to Adder like the stench of death, a dread the likes of which he had never felt before. An enormous, almost feral-looking humanoid figure, as black as pitch, appeared before him. Its dual red eyes burned like coal, and its mere presence filled the area with the palpable sense of oblivion.

Adder’s eyes constricted as he looked upon it. At the instant their eyes met, the powerful and mysterious man felt his heart seize. The thing before them was no ordinary man. It was the essence of destruction, an avatar of calamity, and was much more powerful than he could hope to contend with.

A demon!

Adder was not a man to be trifled with, but before a demon, he was like a child. It was a possibility completely outside even his best-laid plans, that a demon would appear in the course of their mission.

His immediate instinct was to raise his hand, and with that motion, a crystal orb extended from his sleeve. It traveled for a short distance before the solid object flattened out into a mirror surface. It was the same that blocked Cloudhawk’s path, and from it, a field of energy sought to envelop the demon.

“The antipole crystal is a fine relic. It is said to be capable of perfectly replicating powerful foes and their relics. However...”

The demon didn’t move. Instead, it looked back at the mirror as though enjoying a piece of fine art. Contrary to Adder’s wishes, no mirror image of the demon stepped forth. Instead, the demon was the one to step into it, which caused the mirror to shatter into pieces. 

Adder stumbled backwards in alarm. His forehead was dripping with sweat.

The demon’s strange and sinister voice arose once again. “It cannot emulate relics more powerful than itself. Likewise, you cannot copy a foe with power so far above your own. Am I not correct?”

The enigmatic bar owner scowled. They had yet to trade blows, but he already knew he was beaten. There was no way he could take on a demon. Instead, he tried to calm himself down, keep his composure. “Who are you?”

“Abaddon is my true name, but wastelanders have given me a title by which I am better known... the Caliph of the Sands.”

Abaddon raised its twisted hand as it spoke and pointed a spiked digit towards Adder. The latter felt something being ripped from within his clothes, flying away as though it had a mind of its own. It was a book with a metal binding. When it returned to the Caliph of the Sands, it burst into a cloud of yellow grit then disappeared into his body with a raspy hiss.

“Fret not. I am not here for you. I have only come to reclaim what is mine. As for the atomic weapon, take it, if you think you can put it to good use.”

Adder had been certain their mission was a failure. The color had drained from his face as his very life was in question. Yet, that was not the case. In a turn of events he would not have believed, the demon called Abaddon was not here to kill him. Upon delivering his final words, the demon began to crumble away like an ancient sculpture. Winds kicked up around it, creating a whirlwind of sand that then floated away.

One of Adder’s subordinates stood on unsteady feet but eventually found his voice. “B-boss… are we taking it?”

Adder stood in silence, looking around the now empty warehouse. “Yes.”

It was too important to leave behind.


85 / The Battle Under the Mountain


Revenant stood in the center of the hallway. He arms were extended, hands crossed, and the blades held therein pointed towards the ground. 

The wraithrobe draped over his body seemed weightless, as tangible as mist, floating though there was no breeze to lift it. The hood was raised, and a black mask hid his features from view. From head to toe, Revenant dripped with sinister promise like an emotionless totem.

Was it ten years, or eight?

Revenant couldn’t remember exactly how long he’d worked for Adder.

But, he would never forget his mission and purpose. He was a ghost, ever at Adder’s side. He was a weapon swung at his master’s command, desiring only to be of use. Adder’s work was important, so Revenant had to ensure it all went right. It didn’t matter who came walking down that hallway, he would stop them.

This was the scene that greeted Cloudhawk when he arrived. 

The two men confronted one another roughly twenty paces apart.

Adder’s right-hand man was no weakling. His fighting style was cunning, treacherous, and hard to read. The wraithrobes made him particularly elusive, meaning that taking care of him would be difficult for Cloudhawk. It would certainly take more than the few moments he had to spare. Besides Revenant, there were also another twenty men behind him with bows drawn and ready to fire. In an area this small, a volley of arrows was lethal.

Cloudhawk knew that if he took another step, they would fire on him. A concentrated volley would be as deadly as a point-blank minigun.

“I mean… I guess this welcoming committee is passable.” Cloudhawk pointedly looked to his left and right, and with a distinct note of dissatisfaction in his voice, he asked, “Adder’s too important to come and say hello personally?”

As Cloudhawk stopped, the Dark Atom agents behind him were forced to pause as well. Although they didn’t like to admit it, they had to accept that they couldn’t fight through these invaders alone. They had to rely on Cloudhawk’s strength to punch through the men in black.

Revenant remained unmoving with his eyes closed as though he hadn’t heard.

“So, I’m starting to get confused. Are you lot Elysians or wastelanders?” With the mask concealing his features, it was impossible to read Cloudhawk’s face. But, his eyes were fixed on the invaders with a hard light. “Who the fuck is Adder? What the hell are you guys planning to do?”

Revenant’s robes continued to flutter of their own accord like he was a spirit from the netherworld bound to their reality. In much the way a spirit would, he had grown tired of Cloudhawk’s inane questions. His eyes slowly opened, fixed on his foe, and then, in a voice that was both raspy and youthful, he responded, “How does this concern you?”

How does it concern me? 

Maybe on the surface, it didn’t seem to be any of Cloudhawk’s business, but that couldn’t be further from the truth!

Adder was Luciasha’s ward. Cloudhawk had to know whatever vile thing the man was planning. Otherwise, how could he trust in Asha’s safety? But, he wasn’t stupid, and the Warden knew that pressing the bastard for answers wasn’t going to get him anywhere. Knock a few out and bring ‘em back to Barb. She and her needles would tell him everything he needed to know.

Alright, well, such were the way of things. Adder had revealed himself to be an enemy. Even though Cloudhawk had no idea what this primeval weapon was, Adder wanted it and wanted it bad. He sure as shit wasn’t going to use it to plant pretty flowers. If he wanted to kill himself trying to turn this weapon on his enemies, then fuck it, but he was dragging Luciasha into it. Cloudhawk couldn’t allow that.

Cloudhawk tightened his grip on the exorcist staves in each hand. “Well, it seems you thick-headed fuckwits won’t change your minds. Bring it on. First, I’ll smash you all into an unrecognizable mess. Then, I’m gonna break that bastard Adder’s legs and leave him here. What the hell is wrong with being an honest barman, that he has to come all the way out here and start shit?”

Some people were just ungrateful, Revenant thought to himself. If Adder really wanted him dead, Cloudhawk wouldn’t be standing here running his mouth.

Adder had clearly given him an option, even spared his life, but the hateful child was willing to take off the gloves and fight for real. He even had the audacity to stand here and taunt them. Revenant slowly raised his weapons. The ingrate would never learn his place.

Both sides stared at each other with weapons bared. Suddenly, everything changed.

The floor, walls, and ceiling all began to crack as a torrential gust of sand swept through. All eyes were blinded by the yellow sand as it flooded the hallway. Everything was swallowed up.

Cloudhawk felt the familiar resonance, and his face fell. “Who the fuck is sneaking around?! Show yourself!”

Sand roared around him in tempestuous waves. Limbs appeared and disappeared all around him like some hideous creature lurked just out of view. These were the others from the hall, and the thought of what happened to them froze his blood. Inwardly, Cloudhawk cursed his foul situation, but things were only getting worse. He reached out with his mind to engage the phase stone, only to have it snatched from his neck by a host of sandy tentacles. 

Fucked! I’m totally fucked!

His phase abilities had been stolen, and with no way to protect himself, the tidal wave of sand carried him away. Helpless as a lamb caught in a flash flood, he was carried out of Nucleus. The others were summarily spat out of the wave as they continued while Cloudhawk struggled in vain. He was eventually flung far away from the volcano and its underground war.

Adder and the others exited the warehouse and went back the way they came. The weapon was being gingerly carried on the backs of two of his men. When he came to the sand-blasted hallway, he knew instantly what had caused it. He looked around with a glance of doubt and suspicion, but there was no time for hesitation. He nodded towards Revenant, who had somehow been spared from the deluge. “We’re leaving.”

Revenant was no normal man. He didn’t know what happened, but his place was not to ask questions. Wordlessly he followed his master away from the warehouse.

Cloudhawk found himself belched out of a nearby volcanic vent. He hit the obsidian mountainside with a grunt and, for a moment, struggled to get his bearings. Scrambling to his feet, he saw that there was still a dervish of sand surrounding him, which slowly formed into a familiar outline as he watched. Finally, a towering black figure emerged from the sandstorm.

“You!”

The battle continued to rage all around them. Cloudhawk had never seen a conflict of this scale or intensity. Yet, more shocking was the sudden appearance of this creature, a creature that should have been dead.

“It’s not dead...”

“I thought that the years might have made you wiser. It seems just the opposite.” Cold laughter wormed its way into Cloudhawk’s mind as Abaddon continued, “Did you really think someone like you, with all the strength of a three-legged cat, could kill a demon? [1] If the divine were so weak, then mankind would have reclaimed this world long ago.”

“So what, are you here for, revenge?” Cloudhawk shot a sidelong glance at the phase stone, clutched in Abaddon’s taloned grip. “At least give me my necklace back.”

“You think too highly of yourself.” Nothing about the stone seemed to interest the Caliph. He handed it back to Cloudhawk as though it were nothing. “I brought you here for no other reason than to watch the performance with you. Open your eyes. See it clearly. A war like this is rare to witness.”

Cloudhawk snatched the necklace and put it back around his neck. He immediately felt more at ease.

The demon was cryptic. It was impossible to know its thoughts. Cloudhawk was nothing, easily killed if the beast had the slightest intention. There was no trick or skill he knew to keep him alive, but even so, he wouldn’t let the bastard smell his fear.

“Heh, well, I’m glad you said so. I wouldn’t want there to be any misunderstandings.” Cloudhawk’s words were flippant, but inwardly, he was crouched and ready to react. “So, you invited me up here to share a cup of tea then?”

Cloudhawk wasn’t afraid, but he sure as shit didn’t have any pleasant feelings toward this monster. This was the same monster that obliterated Blackflag Outpost and his friends. Artemis was dead by the demon’s own hand. He couldn’t say that he had an especially deep relationship with the members of Tartarus Company, and his time with Artemis had been very brief. But, the tragedy that ended them left a mark, a scar that he carried with him. He had no respect for or favorable opinion of this bastard demon.

For the Caliph to appear here, now, blocking Cloudhawk’s path, it could only mean he was helping Adder. Did that mean this beast was the bar owner’s real master? 

I will kill him. If ever there was a chance, Cloudhawk promised himself he would make the demon suffer. He had to pause when he realized it was the first time he swore death on anything.

“If you believe you can kill me, then I invite you to try. However, I will advise you that you have just one chance. If you fail, then it will mean your end.” Abaddon could feel the violent urges rise within Cloudhawk but didn’t seem to take them to heart. His burning red eyes continued to survey the scene before them. “Who do you think will win?”

Cloudhawk tightly clenched his fist, but ultimately, the strength drained from them.

“I think I might still want to live a few more years.” The demon hadn’t done him any harm, and if Cloudhawk decided to make a move, it would probably be the last decision he ever made. He turned to follow Abaddon’s gaze. “Anything I say would just be a guess. I don’t know. I do know that you showing up here is probably the biggest variable.”

“There are many variables, and it isn’t certain that I am the biggest.”

Cloudhawk didn’t understand what the demon was saying, but he didn’t care enough to ask for clarification.

Looking out over the battlefield, it still seemed like either side could win the day. The Dark Atom had the defensive advantage of home terrain, but the Elysian army just kept coming. Wastelander airships continued to pummel the attackers, but though they were numerous, they fell like flies. However, it wasn’t all one-sided. The shield protecting the Elysian ships was taking serious blows, and two of their number were already sinking towards the ground.

Enormous, stone-like hulls crashed against the craggy mountainsides from several hundred meters up. The earth shook as the wreckage left scars along the ground. Both sides were fully engaged in battle, and at present, it seemed as though the Elysian army was eking out an advantage. Dark Atom soldiers threw themselves into the fray, and under the border forces’ leadership, they were cut down as though they were walking into a meat grinder. They were steadily gnawing away at the terrorist forces.

If it kept up, the Dark Atom would clearly find itself on precarious footing.

But, the rebel fighters were not toothless. Their counteroffensive was ramping up, and they blasted the Skycloud soldiers with all manner of guns and rockets. There were even a few ancient weapons Cloudhawk had never seen before. They were still getting beaten back, but although they were losing ground, the rebels knew it was win or die. Their morale held strong.

Surveying the landscape, Cloudhawk’s eyes fell on a sight that made him scowl. On the outskirts of the conflict, he spied the remains of the Volcano Tribe warriors laid out on the ground. One in particular caught his attention.

Coal? What was he doing here?!

Cloudhawk glanced at the demon. “I need to go to my friend. Don’t try to stop me.”

Abaddon merely waved him off. His pale, mask-like face betrayed no expression. Seeing that the creature would not stand in his way, he took off towards the valley.

At the same time, in the midst of battle, Wolfblade peered out towards his foes with narrowed eyes. He watched the Elysian ships rain fire upon his home. Blue light was gathering around the hiltless sword hovering nearby.

He extended a finger, and the sword darted forth. Protective shells of energy around the Elysian warships were useless against it as the weapon pierced their hulls. Nearby Dark Atom warriors were ready, and the moment its shields failed, they punished the warship with minigun and rocket fire. Explosions belched into the air as the spires which held the ship aloft were destroyed. Several thousand tons of jade-like stone plummeted towards the ground.

Cloudhawk had just reached Coal when the shadow of the falling airship came over them. It was like being caught beneath a falling mountain! He looked down at Coal’s body, at his terrible wounds, and couldn’t be sure whether the mutant still lived. Nearby, the ship made contact and erupted into a shower of debris. Pieces of the ship and the mountain were thrust high into the air before tumbling down over several kilometers. 

Cloudhawk pulled the giant onto his back and began to run.

A second ship fell. Then, a third.

War machines from both sides were falling out of the sky in every direction and filling the sky with burning wreckage. It was as though the very sky was falling in burning chunks.

Wolfblade continued to command his mystical sword, appearing to all the world like a man admiring a painting. Meanwhile, his blazing sword sundered the defenses of the Skycloud army, leaving them exposed. Wolfblade’s presence had turned the tide back in the Dark Atom’s favor.

In the distance, Aegir Polaris saw his people’s stalwart defenses failing but did not know why. He called out the order, “It appears a demon’s apostle is among our foes. I will lead a company to confront him myself. Brontes, cover our advance with the vanguard. Drake, the rest of our forces is under your command.”

“Wait!” Drake had seen that the sword was coming from the farthest reaches of Dark Atom territory, deep behind enemy lines. It was clear that if they wanted to get to whoever was controlling that sword, they would need to fight through most of the terrorist army to get there. It would be dangerous, almost suicidal. At the very least, the death toll would be staggering. “I feel it’s too dangerous. Reinforcements will be here soon. We should retreat and regroup for a second offensive. By then, the demon hunters will be with us.”

“Faith is my sword, and my will is my shield. Warriors of god never retreat.” Aegir gave Drake a stern look. “Our soldiers may die, but we cannot be defeated. We may lose our lives, but we can never lose our will to fight. That is the spirit and the pride of our great army!”

Drake had already seen countless soldiers die in the name of pride. He never understood it. The life of a soldier was precious. Was a single conquest worth so many dead compatriots? The affront of holding back, just for a while, was nothing if it meant ultimate victory.

“All of these lives, just for pride. What do we get in return in return?”

“Righteous glory!” Aegir’s eyes burned with pious resolve. “One day, you will be the leader of this army. Then, you will understand what I’m telling you. This is the source, what makes us invincible! Besides, it’s just a single despicable blasphemer. He will hardly be worth the stain on my blade. Now, attack!”

1. The phrase he uses here is “three-legged cat” which also means ‘jack-of-all-trades’ - an interesting choice considering Cloudhawk’s unique ability to use any sort of relic.


86 / Escalation


“Blasphemers, die!”

Black smoke obscured the eye, and the earth trembled. It was no exaggeration to say the scene was cataclysmic. The sky was falling. The pillars of the world seemed to shake.

The old general stood amid the darkness, a golden god of war bathed in holy light. With the mighty broadsword ablaze in his hands, he led the troops towards their foes. Ardent fire burned in his eyes, his puissant roars like righteous thunder that was audible even over the clamor of war.

His golden figure crashed into the front lines. Sparks surrounded the general caused by bullets ringing off his armor, none of which left a mark. Aegir planted his foot into a Dark Atom shapeshifter’s chest and sent it careening across the battlefield. Its hefty body collided with a group of allies with bone-breaking impact.

Aegir didn’t stop. With a triumphant war cry, he jumped into the air and further into the fight. Heavy footfalls found purchase on the heads of enemy soldiers as he pushed through, causing them to burst like they’d been struck by a sniper’s bullet.

“Protect our leader!”

Dark Atom soldiers huddled around Wolfblade, trying to shield him from the incoming assault. Meanwhile, the self-styled godslayer stood casually in place, as easygoing as a spring breeze, with a gentle smile on his face. Overhead, his mysterious blade hovered as a tempest of blue energy roiled around. The sword was in the process of drinking up the energy.

All of a sudden, there was a flash of radiant blue light! 

That demonic weapon – synonymous with death – pointed towards the golden figure charging forward.

A stalwart defensive aura sprang up around the battle-hardened general. He bellowed at Wolfblade and thrust his own weapon towards the heavens. He used the beam of light that erupted from it to cleave the peak off of the mountain he trod upon.

Aegir gave the peak a violent kick and sent it hurtling towards Wolfblade’s position. Shadow blanketed the ground as the tumbling rock blotted out the sun. Then, with a burst of true power from deep within, he swept his sword downward while pedaling through thin air.

Wolfblade was surrounded by an orb of power that crackled with barely-contained energy. As it reached peak concentration, the ground for meters all around fractured under the strain. Shards of earth rose into midair and were gathering towards the blade but dissolved into fine sand before they reached it. Dark Atom soldiers nearby, growing pale at the sight, were pushed away from the sheer intensity and had to retreat to avoid being injured.

The inevitable clash of these two men was far beyond their abilities. It was a clash these wastelanders could not survive if they tried to get involved!

The general’s momentum rose as he plummeted like a meteorite. An unprecedented surge of vigor and strength filled him as every ounce of potential was squeezed from inside. Every bit of power from every cell was called upon. His hair, at first a luxurious satin white, turned as black as pitch. His stone-like body became as hard as iron.

Once Aegir’s sword met the tumbling mountain peak, he released all of that pent-up might into it. But, while the power he released was enough to shatter the stone into a thousand shards, it didn’t. Instead, the blow from his sword left no mark and utilized his potency to speed up its descent. For a moment, it seemed like the hundreds of tons of falling rock were as light as a feather, a mere trinket affixed to the golden blade.

It was closing in! At last, Wolfblade thrust both fists towards the peak and the general.

His blue demon blade reacted. The ground around Wolfblade buckled but not from any excess force or gravity. Rather, the power of the sword as it streaked away was pregnant with the essence of destruction. All reality surrounding it, with the exception of its bearer, was immediately erased – vanishing into a mist like water on the surface of the sun.

What would happen when sword and mountain met? Would the sword break? Would the mountain burst? 

Neither.

This chunk of mountain, as tall as a skyscraper, hung still in the air. At the point of impact, it slowly began to disintegrate, inch by inch, and vanished into the wind like smoke. Neither Wolfblade’s sword nor the mountain peak moved, yet the rock continued to dissolve.

The blue light within Wolfblade’s sword softened.

The mountain peak melted away.

Eventually, nothing remained of the rock as it had been atomized by the power contained in Wolfblade’s relic. Yet, just as it vanished, so too did the blue light fade from the sword.

“He’s blocked me! Advance!”

Aegir’s thunderous voice shouted his next command, while at the moment the mountain peak dissolved, he reappeared into view. He charged like a golden bolt of lightning towards his next target, the blue sword itself.

Clang!

Too fast. No one could follow his path.

Wolfblade’s mighty relic was flung four thousand meters away, where it became lodged in the side of a volcano. Cracks appeared and spread out from where it was embedded.

The successive actions seemed to drain the essence out of the old warrior. The black drained from his hair, leaving it whiter and more brittle than before. Even still, the general pushed on, indomitable, unassailable.

Aegir Polaris had studied the blade since he was eight years old.

A child from an offshoot branch of the respected military family, he rose to prominence and became commander of Skycloud’s largest standing army. Yet, no matter how much he achieved, he never forgot his life as a child and the vow he made to the gods the first time he picked up a sword.

Through this sword, I will win peace for Skycloud.

Through this sword, I will earn glory for my family!

Through this sword, I will bring a thousand generations of stability!

From tender child to grizzled veteran, he put in fifty years of practice with that sword. He never forgot those vows. He didn’t care that the sword would eventually cost him his life. His time on earth was dedicated to wielding this weapon and keeping his promise. Success was in his grasp. He would destroy this Dark Atom commander and bring peace to Skycloud. The fiend wielded the power of demons, but it would not be enough!

Though Wolfblade was hardly as much of a threat as a demon, his continued existence threatened the Elysian homeland far more than any demon did. With his death, the Dark Atom would crumble. If this was to be his final battle, killing the terrorist leader would be more than worth his life.

The Elysian army erupted in a chorus of loud shouting.

Drake watched with wide eyes. Was this the power of the elder generation?

Aegir Polaris wasn’t a demon hunter. Everything he did was by virtue of his own strength and potential. If he hadn’t seen it with his own eyes, Drake wouldn’t have believed a human was capable of such incredible feats.

If Aegir was this strong, what about his brother Skye? What about the leader of the templars, the one they called the War Saint?

Suddenly, Drake felt stupid for worrying about his general. Aegir could cut Wolfblade apart with his holy weapon without a problem. Meanwhile, Brontes had led the vanguard into the heart of the Dark Atom forces just in time to help their valiant general slay the terrorist leader.

He was the general of the border forces – who was Drake to assume the general, a man who earned his position, would foolishly rush in alone if he thought it was suicide? Of course he had the confidence and smarts to take such a risk and not just throw away the lives of his soldiers. What hubris, to believe all men in power were fools?!

He felt a fire roil in his veins. Holding his weapon high, Drake bellowed, “Prepare for a full assault!”

As Wolfblade watched the light of the sword grow ever closer, his face became as white as a sheet. But, if one were to look closely, one would see his pallor was from strain, not fear. In fact, there was almost a note of ridicule behind the man’s eyes as though he were idly watching an ape make a fool of itself. It was running towards the muzzle of a gun and didn’t even know it.

A sword of sand came sweeping past.

Simple and unassuming, it was hardly worth noticing compared to the dramatic scene from moments before. In fact, its approach was entirely disregarded by most.

Aegir felt the danger as it approached, but he was already committed. After the clash with the demon blade, his holy weapon had already suffered significant damage. Thus, when the seemingly feeble sword of sand collided with the general’s sword, the blessed weapon split down the middle.

But, the sword of sand kept coming.

General Polaris’s breastplate couldn’t stop it, and the sword pierced his chest. Its gritty point exited from his back with a spray of bright red blood. It almost seemed to hang in the air for a moment like a macabre fog.

Like a great eagle with broken wings, Aegir tumbled from the sky. He struck the ground a few meters from Wolfblade while the godslayer watched with a dispassionate gaze.

Watching from a distance, Drake froze. Brontes too. All the soldiers who saw their great general fall were suddenly frozen. When the shock wore off, it was replaced with berserk fury. Brontes commanded his men to cut a path to Aegir, but it was already too late.

It was a trap! A rain of sand arrows descended on them from the sky!

They struck with more force than a spray from a minigun, easily strong enough to punch right through the armored soldiers. More frightening still, the flesh of the soldiers was reduced to sand, and in mere seconds, they crumbled away as though they never were. The vanguard was now nothing more than a pile of dust.

Aegir gasped as he was shocked out of a brief moment of unconsciousness. He raised his head and came face to face with a masked visage that had only one eye revealed but was still somehow refined. Wolfblade stood a short distance away, watching him with a smile, yet did not attack.

Bastard! You dare mock me?!

Aegir tried to rise, but at that moment, a wave of sand appeared to submerge him from the waist down. The sand was like a giant hand that reached up to encase him entirely. Slowly, bit by bit, crushing force pressed in on him from every direction. He would be pulverized any second now.

The Elysian general was about to be smashed to paste before the eyes of his soldiers.

At this critical moment, a streak of icy blue light arrived with a burst of energy. It inserted into the sand and froze it instantly in place. Jutting out was a spear of masterful craftsmanship, appearing to be made entirely of ice. Only Aegir’s face remained free. The rest of him was locked in a prison of crystal and sand. However, the crushing force was gone.

The mocking light in Wolfblade’s eyes faded. He reached out with his mind for the demon blade, wrenching it from the distant cliff and calling it back to him – aimed directly at Aegir’s back. But, before it could find its target, a figure wrapped in the purest white descended from above. He bore a magnificent sword that filled the area with a bone-deep cold.

In the same instant this new foe knocked away Wolfblade’s sword, the icy shell around Aegir shattered.

Frost de Winter lifted Aegir from the sand and stood between him and Wolfblade. With his feet planted firmly on the ground, he reached down and picked up his spear, Frozen Dirge. The sword in his right hand cut towards the terrorist leader. The series of changes was unexpected and too fast for Wolfblade to react. No one was nearby to come to his rescue.

The ground in front of Wolfblade began to fracture and open up. A burst of sand gushed from the fissure to form a towering wall. Deadly icicles lodged into it, jutting out like quills on a hedgehog’s hide. However, the sword strike was enough to split the sandy shield, just wide enough for Frost to throw Frozen Dirge through the opening. The mighty spear ran Wolfblade through and pinned him to the rocky wall behind.

It all happened in a matter of seconds. One after another, white-clad figures fell from the heavens.

There were at least a dozen men all wearing snow-white cloaks. Demon hunters.

Frost flicked his wrist, and Frozen Dirge dislodged from the wall of its own accord. It almost seemed to sing as it streaked through the air and returned to his grip. Raising his head, he looked towards the sky, towards a black figure who peered down at them through burning red eyes. 

“Young man, what is your name?”

A smile spread across Frost’s lips. “I thought we were here to exterminate a few measly rats. How unexpected that the Dark Atom would be sheltering a demon. Good. Killing your kind is what demon hunters do best!”

Agents of the Dark Atom looked at one another in speechless despair. The demon hunters had arrived too quickly.

Things were different now. It wasn’t just a war. It had escalated to a confrontation between demon hunters and the very creatures they were sworn to destroy. Everyone knew the capabilities of the young man, this champion of Skycloud. Though he himself was perhaps not the warrior Aegir Polaris was, he had led a contingent of veteran demon hunters to the field. They were not a force to disregard.

Demon hunters and a demon. Old enemies, face to face once more.


87 / The Big Game


Skycloud city. A pair of guards were patrolling the gardens around the governor’s mansion.

An old man in plain grey robes sat under a pavilion. Arrayed before him was a chessboard. This time, he had no opponent, yet the board was still peppered with two different colors.

The younger guardsman gave the older man a sideways glance and couldn’t help but mutter to his companion, “What’s the governor doing?”

“Hush! Keep your voice down!” The older guard chastised him in a harsh whisper. “Don’t disturb the governor. Can’t you see he’s playing his game?”

“Playing? What game?”

“Skycloud chess, obviously.”

“So what, is it special or something?”

“Foolish question. Skycloud chess has quite the story behind it. Legends say a thousand years ago, during the Great War, the children of the gods started to gather in the holy lands. Life became better, but there wasn’t much to pass the time. It all became monotonous.”

The older soldier had been patrolling this route for a decade. He was pleased to have a chance to show off his knowledge to the younger recruit.

“Did you know that Skycloud’s first governor was a demon hunter who took part in the war against the demons? He was an ancestor of the Cloude family. The story goes that he was lying in a field, watching the stars cross the sky. As the moonlight spread over the fields and valleys, he was struck with an epiphany about the nature of heaven and earth. He observed the phenomenon that all living things surrounded one another. From that, the idea for Skycloud chess was born and has continued to this day. So, it isn’t just a game for entertainment. Its history also includes old wisdom and ancient philosophy.”

The younger guard was enlightened. He never thought a game could hold such meaning.

“There are three levels which Skycloud chess can be played at. The lowest level has ten vertical and horizontal rows on the board. The middle level has fifteen. The top level has thirty. The rules can be complex: black pieces can seize white and vice versa, and the players use tactics to surround and devour their opponent’s pieces. Players come up with all sorts of clever strategies and patterns to outwit each other. If you take the long view, you can see parallels between the game and all sorts of real-world situations, in politics and in war. Master Arcturus is a genius, and even when he was a young man, there was no one in Skycloud who could beat him.”

Both guards glanced towards Arcturus with respect in their eyes. A chess master when he was just a child. They were already much older than he had been when he was beating everyone in Skycloud, and they were just guards. Of course, not everyone could be a guard in the governor’s mansion. Their positions here brought honor to their ancestors.

The younger man still had questions. “But, if he’s playing chess, doesn’t he need someone to play against?”

“Ah, that’s something you wouldn’t know. Aside from Frost de Winter, Master Arcturus doesn’t play with anyone.” Here, the older man paused in confusion. “Most of the time, he sits out here alone playing by himself, using a different hand for each color. He places the pieces in cross patterns back and forth. Almost like… like…”

“Like he’s playing against himself.” The younger one finished the thought.

It’s like the older guard said. Who else would he play with if no one was his equal?

“No, that’s not it. You wouldn’t believe me if I told you.” But, after a moment of looking left and right for prying ears, the guard lowered his voice conspiratorially and went on anyway. “I’ve been posted here for over ten years. I keep on having this weird feeling that the governor is playing with someone who is invisible and that he’s just moving the pieces on his opponent’s behalf.

The recruit felt a chill run up his spine. “Are you messing with me?”

“More importantly, whoever this invisible opponent is, he’s good.” There was also a strange sort of curiosity in the older man’s face as he spoke. “As far as I’ve been able to tell, Master Arcturus has never won.”

The younger man’s eyes widened. Too weird! But really, it had to be nothing more than a bunch of hot air from his companion. There wasn’t anyone better than Arcturus Cloude except maybe the gods and demons.

Today, Arcturus wasn’t playing with any mysterious invisible opponent. He stared at the board of white and black pieces, going over strategies. The white represented Skycloud, and the black was the wastelands. 

Nearly a hundred white tokens were on the board at present, all gathered together to exert influence over their territory. Black tokens were scattered around the periphery, maybe only twenty, loosely spattered like stars in a starry sky. They were chaotic at first glance, but upon closer inspection, one would be foolish to ignore the threat they posed.

The distribution of power between Skycloud and the wastelands was conveniently arrayed before Arcturus Cloude on the board. It was abstract, but were one to look closely, one would be surprised to see how closely the circumstances on the board matched what was actually happening.  This was a manifestation of Arcturus’s wisdom.

Arcturus placed a series of white token down in quick succession to invade new territory. The circumstances on the board were difficult and queer – a lot like the Blisterpeak Mountains.

With his eyes slightly narrowed, Arcturus paused to survey the board as a whole. Wrinkles gathered at the corner of his eyes, and somehow, he knew the mighty battle out in the wilderness was underway. Then, a shocking moment came.

He plucked a white piece from the board, one that had been surrounded and eliminated. Just like Aegir Polaris and his border army.

He snatched up a second piece. Reinforcements.

A third, the contingent from Hell’s Valley sent by Skye Polaris as insurance.

Thinking for a moment, Arcturus then gathered a handful of black pieces and began to place them.

When the moves were done, he looked down again, staring at the white piece that, in his mind, represented Frost de Winter. For the briefest instant, the corner of his eye twitched and then, with a sigh, the strength seemed to drain from him. Arcturus rose and looked off into the vast horizon while pacing back and forth.

The Elysian sky, always so blue. 

But, even the clearest day would pass sooner or later. A tempest gathered in times of peace where the eye could not see. The longer the sunshine held, the more time that tempest had to brew.

[image: ]



Blisterpeak mountains.

Outside the city under the mountain.

Coal fell like he was falling into an abyss. The white-haired outsider was too strong. He could do nothing, had nothing – nothing but fear and hatred. 

But, not death. I will not die. Not like this.

Our great chief… hundreds of my people. Slaughtered. Killed before me. But, dozens more are still in danger because of my decision. No matter what, I cannot die. Besides, what about the plan? To go out to the world beyond. I can’t fall here, not when there’s still so much to see.

Terrible hatred, bitter refusal. In the end, they coalesced into the will to keep living.

Coal was falling through an abyss, but he wouldn’t let the darkness take him. He reached out, grabbed onto an invisible precipice, and held tight. But, the abyss was strong. He could feel it dragging at him from below like the grasping hands of the dead. They pulled, trying to drag him into oblivion with them.

His strength was waning. The pull was too great, and sooner or later, he would have to let go. But no… no, because once he fell, he knew that would be the end. 

Helplessness. Hopelessness. Fear.

Coal felt his fingers begin to slip, but in the instant before the darkness claimed him, a hand stretched out from the edge. It held him tightly. Strong. Reliable. The hand pulled him from the brink.

Consciousness slowly came back to him, and the mutant opened his eyes. The first thing he noticed was the explosions and the cries that assailed his ears. The battle was still going on around him. When he opened his eyes, he was greeted by a familiar face.

A young man with black hair and black eyes stood over him with his hands folded in front of his chest. There was surprise in his expression. “Shit, it’s like you’re made of rocks. Harder to kill than a cockroach. Your internal organs are fucked, but you’re still kickin’. Still, you oughta thank me. If I hadn’t shown up when I did with some medicine, you’d be deader than the dirt I found you in.”

Coal’s survival wasn’t all luck and willpower.

The luck part was his heavily mutated body, which protected him from being injured beyond repair. On the other hand, his survival instinct kept him breathing long past where most would have given up. Of course, most importantly, Cloudhawk had showed up before time ran out. He dragged him away from the fighting to a safe spot and fed him whatever medicines he had in a desperate attempt to keep him alive. It was Cloudhawk’s hand that had dragged him from the precipice.

Cloudhawk was ready with another string of teasing remarks, but he stopped when he saw no look of joy on Coal’s face for surviving his brush with death. On the contrary, all he saw was sorrow and self-loathing. Cloudhawk remembered where he found the mutant, among the bodies of his tribesmen. He hadn’t been there, but it wasn’t hard to guess what happened.

“Hey brother, pull it together. I busted my ass to save you, so you need to make it count. Don’t let me catch you giving up. Your people got caught in the shit, but you’re not alone. There are still a few left back in the city, and I got your back.”

Coal’s eyes regained their focus. He was lucky to have met Cloudhawk. Without him, his whole tribe would have been wiped out.

“Great volcano is witness… You are forever… friend of Volcano Tribe.” Coal fought through the pain to speak in broken wastelander. “I will repay. My life to repay!”

Cloudhawk watched the stone giant begin to cry. There were few in this world as pure and simple as this mutant. Even Autumn wasn’t burdened by the sort of tragedy this poor survivor would have to bear. Coal may not have looked like any human he knew, but what Cloudhawk saw in him was more purely human than anyone.

A simple life, a simple mind, simple ideals. Easily satisfied and easy to make happy. However, fate intervened, and this was his reward. It didn’t seem destiny cared much for people like him.

It wasn’t like the people of the Volcano Tribe were unintelligent – just ignorant. Coal had no experience with the world outside of the Blisterpeak Mountains, so to them, he was almost child-like. [1] Now, he knew what it was like out there, and the realization cast a dark shadow over his soul.

How much would the knowledge change him? Squall was an example of one way one might react.

Cloudhawk patted him on the shoulder. “We’ll talk about revenge later. Right now, you need to heal up. Don’t worry about anything else.”

He made sure Coal was safely tucked away before returning to the edges of the battlefield. An hour had passed since the first shot was fired, but the surrounding mountains were already nearly leveled. The exchange was only getting more intense as time went on. He was still unhappy with having to be involved. On the one hand, what was one person supposed to do? It wasn’t like he was strong enough to turn the tide. On the other, his situation was shit no matter which side he chose to help.

He had to make a decision. 

From what he could see, things weren’t going well for the Dark Atom at this point.

Wolfblade had been seriously wounded, and though the Caliph was strong, Frost’s sudden appearance threw everything into question. After years of being shut away, he was now stronger than ever. Nor was he alone. The fuck-face had brought a whole squad of demon hunters with him.

Common knowledge was that a demon hunter with the rank of “master” was strong enough to kill a demon on his own. Frost was too inexperienced to be a master, and if it were just him, he would find surviving against the demon nearly impossible. The problem for the Dark Atom now, however, was that Frost was a commander under orders to bring reinforcements. He had arrived with a contingent of his own.

The squad he brought was a group of well-trained demon hunters with no fewer than four highly experienced veterans among them. With Frost included, that was five formidable warriors with thirty subordinates as support. Every one of them had his own collection of relics for both offensive and defensive collaboration, making them a well-equipped and comprehensive fighting force.

Even against a power like the Caliph of the Sands, there was a chance of victory!

The Dark Atom was nearing the point of collapse.

Frost’s appearance also heralded the arrival of several more Elysian warships. Thousands of troops dropped in to join their brothers, resplendent in silvery-white armor. Their weapons weren’t the typical Elysian blades but two-handed broadswords that seethed with a white-hot glow.

The Knights of Splendor?! Cloudhawk slapped his forehead.

Three years ago, Frost was elevated to the position of lieutenant commander of the Knights of Splendor after he eradicated half of the Dark Atom’s forces from the wastelands. Although they were far fewer in number than the border forces, they were much more potent on the battlefield. If Frost brought them along with him, it put the already brow-beaten Dark Atom in an even more precarious situation.

It very well could be the final straw that broke the rebels’ backs. They wouldn’t last much longer!

Not good. Really, really not good!

The Dark Atom couldn’t be destroyed! In the eyes of many, it may be a terrorist organization, but Cloudhawk was no hero himself. His first consideration was always himself and his friends, and at the moment, he could think of only one thing to stop everything.

Cloudhawk’s eyes quickly scanned the battlefield.

The border forces were legion, easily twenty thousand strong, and somewhere among them were his targets. They were hard to spot, however. Since their equipment was simple, and any ships with their markings had long since been shot down, Cloudhawk found it hard to pick out where they might be.

The general was wounded and could no longer take to the field. Cloudhawk’s plan was to take out the Elysian leadership one by one. If the Skycloud army lost their commanders, they would quickly collapse.

His eyes kept searching. There – that one, with the silver mask.

It was clear from his armor that this one was an officer. He was probably part of the vanguard.

Watching the masked man carefully, Cloudhawk was assailed by an odd sense of déjà vu. His mind went back to Hell’s Valley, three years ago, when he met a unit of Elysian soldiers. This was him, the unit’s commander. He’d risen quickly through the ranks, so he obviously was no typical soldier.

Cloudhawk sure had a bone to pick with this one. It was about time he met the Warden’s blade.

But, he wouldn’t be the first target. With the general wounded, command would have certainly fallen to the lieutenant commander. Dealing with the second-in-command would throw all the attackers into chaos. Then, he’ll pick the rest off one by one.

Cloudhawk wasn’t sure he could take a veteran demon hunter in a straight fight, but if he got the drop on them, there weren’t many who could stop him.

Most important was making sure his identity was kept hidden. He was a fish in muddy water, making opportunistic attacks as the chances revealed themselves. His eyes kept scanning the field until he finally found his target. With a sinister grin, he began to creep towards the one with the lieutenant-general star on his armor. 

You’re part of the reason those innocent Volcano tribesmen were slaughtered. Today, you’ll pay for your crimes!

Dark promises flitted through his mind as his body faded into nothing.

1. Where was this compassion when Autumn walked through your door, dude?


88 / The Crimson Arrival


Cloudhawk always had a talent for stealth. Here, in this white-hot conflict, surrounded by the killing intent of so many, he was impossible to detect.

He crept closer to the lieutenant-general. Closer. He only had a single shot!

Anyone with a title like his was no push-over. Even with all his advantages, he dared not underestimate this foe. And so he waited, taut as a bowstring, crouched like a leopard, waiting for the perfect chance to strike.

From a flanking position, several Dark Atom soldiers came charging in, laden with packed vests. 

Elysian soldiers weren’t well-versed in the weapons of old, but years of battling these terrorists made them familiar with their tactics. These were suicide soldiers, and their aim was to blow themselves up in the middle of a crowd to take out as many enemies as possible – and themselves in the process.

Insanity.

They were willing to destroy their own bodies for the promise of mutually-assured destruction.

Cloudhawk watched from his hidden vantage, speechless.

But, the lieutenant and his men were not without teeth. As the suicide soldiers closed in, soldiers met them with weapons raised. Several of the rebels had their heads severed before they got too close, but even still, their bodies erupted into cacophonous explosions once their dead bodies struck the ground.

A second later, fire and concussive force buffeted the soldiers. Many of the Elysians who had moved in to stop them were blasted away or blown apart.

There were no buttons or switches to control the suicide vests as they were connected to the wearer’s heartbeat. When they died, the vests activated. Other rebels continued to charge forward, set ablaze by the detonation of their comrades yet appearing to feel nothing. Showers of arrows pelted them in their assault, and several more fell in their attempts. The ground shook at they also exploded into a mess of limbs and organs.

One of them crossed the field with no less than a dozen arrows jutting from his body. He screamed at the sky, a terrible cry like that of a dying animal. It was the sound of unyielding faith and indomitable will. His heart was pierced and his legs were shot through, yet he refused to fall. Using what remained of his quickly fading life, he jumped towards Drake with wide, bloodshot eyes.

The upper half of his body split apart in midair and was consumed by fire. He fell upon Drake like a hellbeast.

The lieutenant watched the human fireball descend with a grin and raised his shield. The debris of what remained of the soldier and the detonation were both deflected by his shield. For Drake, an attack like this was no threat. However, it did give the one hiding nearby the opportunity he was looking for.

Cloudhawk rose up, ready to attack. There was no question that the officer’s life was his.

However, as he was raising his weapon to strike, there was something about the man’s stalwart body that gave him pause. As he got closer, he saw more clearly who he was about to attack. Though it was not accurate to say he “saw” – the cumbersome armor hid anything that might be recognizable – he did know that pitch-black sword he carried. 

Cloudhawk stopped.

Three years in Hell’s Valley weren’t wasted on Drake, and three years later, he had only gotten stronger. 

His senses were sharp, so when the cloud of danger fell over him, it was like an electric shock through his body. Reflexively, he swung around, bringing his several-hundred-kilogram sword over his head.

“Hold it!”

Cloudhawk pulled back his dual exorcist staves in a defensive posture just in time. Drake’s sword came crashing down with an intensity that threatened to crush him flat. Joints popped beneath the strain. The chance had been there, and Cloudhawk could have slain Drake if he’d wanted, but he held back. Now, the opportunity had passed.

Drake was not weak, but one-on-one, the Warden had a clear advantage. Of course, now that his quarry knew where he was, Cloudhawk couldn’t assassinate him, but he wouldn’t anyway now that he knew who the border forces’ lieutenant-general was. For better or worse, the two shared the bitter experience of Hell’s Valley for three years. It came as a complete surprise for Cloudhawk to find him all the way out here.

Cloudhawk let his invisibility fade.

Drake’s mouth fell open in astonishment, while at the same moment, there was a kernel of suspicion in the back of his mind. There was no question that there was a threat to his life just a moment ago. Now, here was Cloudhawk. What was going on?

“What are you doing here?!”

Cloudhawk saw his old comrade’s guarded expression. The soldiers he had with him had gathered around now with their weapons raised, and the Warden had to laugh inwardly. Who knew this would happen? He was in the shit now, and what was he supposed to say? I was actually just about to murder you? The weather was nice so I decided to go out for a stroll?

Coal might have fallen for a line like that, but there weren’t many as trusting as that one. An Elysian lieutenant was a skilled leader with plentiful experience.

Drake might have looked like a brute, but he was, in reality, anything but. He was smart and sophisticated and cunning in his ways. Back in Hell’s Valley, his improvement had always been quick and consistent, one of the best of his class.

Even if they had been close in those days, right now, Drake clearly had his doubts about his former colleague.

Cloudhawk’s mind raced for an answer. He had to get himself out of this situation, and he needed to find some way to help the Dark Atom. Drake wasn’t an idiot and hedging would only make him more suspicious, but how was he supposed to explain what he was doing with a group of terrorists? What excuse could he offer to explain why he was sneaking up on him?

One of Drake’s retinue stepped forward, an enormously fat man whose armor was badly damaged in several places. He was wounded, but that didn’t seem to bother him much. Hammont Seacrest, Magistrate of the Sandbar, made his presence known. “Sir, what are you doing here?”

“I am out here on a secret mission in the wastelands. The Dark Atom is one of my targets!” He couldn’t let the Dark Atom be destroyed, so Cloudhawk grasped at any excuse. With a grim expression, he stepped forward. “And you all are morons. You fell for the Dark Atom’s trap. If you keep this up, everyone – I mean everyone - is dead.”

Drake and Hammont both looked at him in shock.

It was exactly what he wanted. Scare them for a minute, just enough to give him time to think up a way out of this mess. But, he was careful not to show them any sign he was working off the cuff. “In my investigations, I’ve discovered that the Dark Atom is working with demons. They’re scheming something, and this so-called war is a part of it. You’re being played – think about it! All of a sudden, you get handed the location of the Dark Atom’s secret headquarters! Totally out of the blue, am I right?”

Drake didn’t know where leadership got the information, just that they were on the move right away. It was strange… where in the world did their intelligence come from?

Cloudhawk answered before the question was posed, “Your information came from a wastelander group that’s been trying to weaken border security and attack Skycloud. This whole thing was a distraction. I was trying to stop you, but when I arrived the fight had already started. I was too late.”

Drake narrowed his eyes at him. “How do I know you’re telling the truth?”

They were in the midst of it now, and pulling back on the cusp of victory would be catastrophic. 

Besides, the general had given explicit instructions that they were to destroy the Dark Atom even if it meant their deaths. 

A vague threat wasn’t going to be enough to convince him. Yes, it was true that there was a demon, but that didn’t prove that Skycloud was in any direct danger.

Demon hunters were now here to deal with the fiend, and the border forces already had the situation under control. With the addition of Frost’s three thousand Knights of Splendor, there was no question the rebels would be eliminated unless something drastic occurred. As far as Drake could tell, the whole matter would be cleaned up in under an hour.

To pull back now would be ludicrous. No one in their right mind would believe the order even if he gave it. Drake and Cloudhawk had a deep connection, and he believed Cloudhawk wouldn’t want to kill him, but he wasn’t going to let friendship make him blind to the big picture.

Cloudhawk substituted his lack of hard evidence with urgency. “Drake, if you ignore what I’m telling you, shit’s gonna get bad.”

Hammont interjected, “Sir, Cloudhawk had been sent to the wastelands on a secret mission from General Skye. He was ordered to uncover information about the Crimson Church. I don’t believe he would deceive us.”

In Hammont’s eyes, Cloudhawk was larger than life. It was unthinkable that he would collude with the Dark Atom terrorists.

Drake looked at both men with a calm expression. He was a resolute and inflexible man, and even if he was inclined to believe Cloudhawk, he wouldn’t act on just his word. He only believed what was in front of him, and right now, there was nothing to convince him to pull the border forces back.

While Cloudhawk was struggling to find some solution, the unexpected happened. An ominous whistling sound arose from above.

In a quiet, plain, or lazy city, the sound would have captured everyone’s attention. But here, amidst the screams and explosions, it was easily overlooked.

An odd flood of streaks of light approached from a valley, thousands of thickly-dotted sparks like glowworms or fireflies. They blanketed the sky before falling down among the recently-gathered Knights of Splendor.

“Ahhh!”

"What’s happening?!”

These weren’t fireflies at all, but a hail of arrows. Strangely, the arrows were all burning with a sickly-green fire. While the projectiles themselves were not strong enough to pierce Elysian armor, they were far from harmless. Once they struck, the flames they bore splashed in all directions, and the briefest contact caused it to spread. The result was a sea of green fire and writhing bodies.

This was punishment from the depths of purgatory! The ire of the gods visited upon them! Cloudhawk cried in disbelief, “Castigation!”

As if on cue, another force appeared on the peripheries of the battlefield. Leading them were a group of men in red missionary robes. The force with them was not large, numbering perhaps only a thousand. 

However, their equipment was excellent – bows and compressed weapons of Elysian make, which shot arrows with range to match that of a sniper rifle.

It was the arrows that were the most deadly. They were all cursed with Castigation fire, the deadliest substance in the world.

Cloudhawk felt his heart racing. Had the Crimson One recovered already? If that old shit was here, he could change the tide of battle all by himself. He could destroy a small army without any help!

But, what were the priests of the Crimson Church doing here, anyway? They weren’t the Dark Atom’s allies!
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A master demon hunter, former Knight-Commander, and bearer of Castigation fire. The Crimson One was capable of reducing whole armies to ash by himself.

But, as Cloudhawk fervently searched the distant forces of the Crimson Church, he saw no sign of their leader. He sighed in relief – it appeared the old man was still recovering.

No answers were forthcoming as to why they were here at all, though. However, in attacking the Elysians, they proved that they were – at least in part – on the side of the Dark Atom.

Good. Cloudhawk was pleased by this sudden turn in events, for at least the Sanctum of Judgment could hold the Elysians at bay for a while. The Dark Atom wouldn’t be so easily wiped out. The day sure was turning into an interesting drama. That was for damn sure. What happened next was anyone’s guess.

Frost de Winter’s razor-edge eyebrows furrowed as the hail of green fire descended. In a dangerous growl, he ordered the retreat. The demon hunters under his command fell back as quickly as the wind.

They were all dressed in the same superior equipment and were easily recognized by the pure white cloaks draped across their shoulders. Across from them were the warriors of the Crimson Church, a tide of blood red. Both sides eyed one another, the air thick with murderous intent and enmity.

Frost’s demon hunter squad was a collection of top talents. For over a decade, they’d been commended for their great abilities and accomplishments. Their members were among the best demon hunters in active service. The fact that Abaddon’s appearance hadn’t routed the Elysian forces was already a testament to their abilities.

Once again, the situation on the ground was changing.

The red-robed missionaries of the Sanctum made no effort to hide their identities. The field came alive with flashes of power from the relics they wielded. It was hard to understand – how could these supposedly pious men, bearing the gifts of the gods, turn these artifacts on the children of the holy lands? 

The Church’s demon hunters were no match for Frost and his squad, but their timing was impeccable. Appearing suddenly at the perfect moment disrupted the Elysians’ brief advantage.

Their leader was a man in his fifties, unattractive and rugged as though he’d been plucked from the ruins. However, he was tall and strong and stood barefoot before the missionaries. His relic was a standard with the flag rolled up. The flagstaff itself ended in a sharp point so that with the flag wrapped tight, it was no different from a spear.

He motioned with his hand. Half of the priests separated from the group and joined the Dark Atom forces in battle.

The Knights of Splendor were recovering, and thanks to their equipment, the hail of Castigation had not done as much damage as it could. However, they were now faced with a dozen missionaries of the Crimson Church. Though not of the same caliber as Frost’s squad, they were nevertheless demon hunters, and a demon hunter’s presence on the field was not to be discounted.

“You!” When Frost saw the standard bearer, a deadly cold crossed his eyes. In their depths was a terrible fire borne of loathing. He growled his words, stressing every syllable. “I should have known.”

Obviously, Frost and this barefoot priest knew one another. It was clearly not a friendly relationship.

Cloudhawk gave the priest a curious look. “Who’s that peasant preacher?” he asked.

“He’s no peasant.” Drake’s face was solemn but also surprised. “He’s a member of the Cloude family. Twenty years ago, he was a famous man in Skycloud. Ten years ago, he was the lieutenant commander of the demon hunter division of the Skycloud army. Around then, with Sterling’s influence, he resigned from his post and disappeared. Now, all of a sudden, he shows up here… your information was right!”

Cloudhawk was all full of concerns and suspicions, but for the time being, it was what it was.

He might as well take the gift he was given. “Well, no shit I’m right! When has my information ever been wrong? That guy looks like one of the Crimson One’s captains, but the real danger is the Crimson One himself. Who knows if he’s lurking in some dark corner, waiting for his chance? Like I said, you walked right into a trap!”

Just a captain? What a joke!

It was nonsense from the Warden, just a wild guess. Really, the peasant priest was one of the Crimson One’s right-hand men. When Sterling defected from Skycloud, he took a hundred or so demon hunters with him. It would be no surprise if he enticed several from his own house to follow him as well. A master demon hunter and Knight-Commander would definitely not be lacking in loyal underlings.

Cloudhawk quietly rejoiced over meeting Sterling at Fishmonger’s Borough. While he almost died, dealing with the man then was far better than having him show up now. If the Crimson One was at full strength and here in this battle, the outcome here would already have been written.

“All these years, you claim to be in seclusion, but here you are! In the wastelands colluding with sinners!” Augustus Cloude stepped out from among the demon hunters, furious in his accusations. “You betray your family! You betray your faith! These misdeeds you commit against our gods are unforgivable!”

The rustic-looking barefoot man let the words wash over him. He showed no grief, no guilt. Who was betrayer and who was betrayed… was the word of one angry man enough to condemn him? He felt no compulsion to explain, nor did he respond. Instead, his eyes turned towards the Caliph of the Sands.

“We have arrived as promised. I expect you to hold true to your commitments.”

“Fear not. He has already left with his prize.” Abaddon remained suspended above the battlefield with dervishes of sand dancing around him. In one hand, he held a yellow-gold sword of sand, and grit whipped all around him in a cocoon several meters in diameter. It marked the borders of his domain. “What is your name, priest?”

“I have abandoned the name of my birth. I am now known as Wyrmsole.” Though he did not speak loudly, there was a definite force to his voice. In it, one could find what remained of his former days as a noble. When he next turned his eyes back to Frost and the other demon hunters, he said something that made them scratch their heads in confusion. “These lost and pathetic men do not know why they fight. They give of their blood freely, ignorantly, and those that fall do not know to what end they consign their souls.”

Augustus bristled. “Our heroic soldiers who fall in battle live for eternity on the peaks of the heavenly mountain! It is blasphemers like you who are condemned to the endless abyss!”

The corners of Wyrmsole’s mouth twitched upward in a taunting sneer. “You who live in a world of lies, your faith does naught but blind you.”

“You dare!”

“Punish the heretic!”

All the demon hunters within earshot were incensed by his words. In contrast, the priests in red were dispassionate and unmoved. They had already abandoned their faith in the Elysian gods. They were true blasphemers.

Augustus’s face was crestfallen. This man was a senior member of his family, a man he should call cousin. He never would have believed that such an illustrious member of their family would fall so low. Did the honor of their family name mean nothing to him?

All of the demon hunters looked spurned and glared at Wyrmsole with loathing. A traitor like him who had turned to the darkness was worse than any heathen! Burning him at the stake wouldn’t be half of what this bastard deserved! And worst of all, they operated in the wastelands under the guise of faith.

Wyrmsole understood their ire, of course. He had once been just like them, but all that remained now was numbness, indifference, and sadness.

He had experienced much in his life. There were times when he made the right decision and times when he was wrong. Sometimes, he was firm. He often lost. In the end, he found himself and discovered that there was no such thing as right and wrong. There was only that which must be done. As for the fate of his eternal soul, whether he would spend eternity in darkness? None of that mattered.

Frost suddenly burst into action.

He brought his arm back and heaved Frozen Dirge through the air. Its silvery length seemed to drink in power from the world around it and left a trail of ice crystals in its wake. With frightening speed, it raced towards Wyrmsole, and the aura around it almost looked like a dragon formed by ice.

The attack was heavy with a bone-chilling cold and suffocating fury. Frost held nothing back.

Wyrmsole did not move. However, the flag wrapped around his standard was somehow unfurled. It fluttered open, a red banner that reached out like a tongue of fire. The pattern on its surface gleamed as the sun caught it, though the light seemed to come from the image itself. Then, as Wyrmsole gently waved his hand, the pattern came to life. A winged dragon mystically leaped out from the banner and into reality.

Two dragons of fire and ice met in fierce confrontation, intertwining as they battled.

The opposing powers warred, consuming one another. Wyrmsole’s reputation was clearly deserved, for his strength was nearly on par with Frost’s. However that was merely an opening move, and Frost had crossed the distance between them while their powers contested. He pulled the frost-covered sword from the sheath at his waist and thrust it forward, releasing an energy that froze Wyrmsole’s fiery dragon in place. It shattered into crystals of ice and fell away.

A swift, fierce aura of frigid cold sprang up around them. Rimeshard was a weapon of unknowable cold, but the fury with which it was wielded was burning hot.

The Church’s standard bearer didn’t know why this boy hated him so intently, nor did he care. In his years of service, Wyrmsole had committed all manner of crimes. The number of those who wished him harm – alive or in the underworld – was beyond measure. What did another one matter?

“You are strong, young man.”

With that said, the banner rolled up of its own accord, and a slight nick appeared on the pole’s surface. Immediately after, a surge of fiery power arose, strong enough to counteract the chill of Rimeshard.

He was in it now with no option but to fight.

“You lot, help the commander.” Augustus waved his hand at a group of demon hunters and then set his eyes on the Caliph. “The rest of you, we are going to slay this demon.”

Abaddon looked upon the mighty demon hunter from the Cloude family with some interest. “I spared your life years ago, child. You should have learned to cherish it.”

His words were like a barbed thorn that dug deeply into Augustus’ heart.

The refined, intelligent middle-aged hunter was consumed with anger. He would never forget the battle from years before when the demon destroyed nearly all of the forces he brought with him to the wastelands. It was the greatest shame of his life.

This battle was more than just an opportunity to free the wastelands of this monster’s tyranny. It was a chance for Augustus to wash away the stain of disgrace! 

Battle raged all around, in the skies above and in the mountain below. War consumed the Blisterpeak Mountains. For honor, for justice, for power, for faith, and for survival, thousands of men put their lives at risk.

Cloudhawk kept watching. Once again, it was unclear who had the upper hand. More and more support troops from the border army were flooding the field, and the Knights of Splendor were in full conflict with the priests of the Crimson Church. This battle could continue for several more hours and a winner might still be difficult to determine.

No matter who won, there would be tens of thousands of dead to bury in the end. It had been a hundred years since the world saw a clash of this magnitude.

The Warden looked over the battle with an unprecedented sense of awe and uncertainty. He was vaguely aware of the fact that the Elysians had more support but also that the Dark Atom would fight tooth-and-nail for its survival. News of what was happening here would quickly spread, and when it did, the other secretive factions of the wastelands would likely come to their aid. After all, it was the Dark Atom that kept Skycloud’s focus off of them. Were the rebel organization to be destroyed, how long would they last out in the open?

“This thing has gotten a whole lot bigger than just this fight,” Cloudhawk suddenly shouted. “It’s not hard to see that this is going to change the whole dynamic between Skycloud and the wastelands.”

Drake was still vigilant for the possible arrival of the Crimson One. Cloudhawk’s warning gave him pause, and he looked at his old companion in surprise. “Why do you say that?”

“Because the continued existence of the Dark Atom is important for the wastelands. The dispute between the people on either side of that border has been brewing for a long, long time. The Elysians have always tried to keep the wastelands in check, and the wastelanders have always fought back. Eventually, the stalemate is going to break and force all that hatred to the surface.”

Cloudhawk turned his eyes towards Drake.

“This is that day. This fight is what destroys the balance no matter who wins. The more Elysians die, the more soldiers will be sent here from the border. All the wastelander groups wanting to get back at Skycloud will flood this place to get revenge. A long, drawn-out war will start right here if we let it, and the whole world will suffer for it. I’m just grateful I’m not a soldier.”

The thought horrified Drake.

The wastelands were a vast and impenetrable place, and no one knew just how wide it really spread. How many monsters were lying dormant, quietly waiting for their chance to rise from the shadows?

When the specter of the wastelands fell over Skycloud, would their soldiers really be ready? As a soldier, all Drake knew was that the destruction of the Dark Atom had always been a priority for his people. He never spared a thought for what would happen afterwards, not until Cloudhawk opened his eyes to the dire possibilities.
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Raven led Three-Eyed Spider and fewer than a hundred of their people through a secret route. Only a dozen or so of them were actually equipped to fight – the rest were scientists who followed Three-Eyed Spider in his defection. Vengeance was forefront in the old man’s mind, but he wasn’t going to get it with the skeleton crew he had now.

They were no threat to anyone, and escape was only more difficult the farther they went. The Blisterpeak Mountains were a deadly and inhospitable place. If a handful of them made it out alive, they would count themselves lucky.

Even at a considerable distance from Nucleus, they could still feel the ground shake from explosions and see lights flashing in the cloudy sky. Those were blasts from Elysian warships and the roar of defensive cannons from the city under the mountain. 

Three-Eyed Spider himself had been wounded in his conflict with Wolfblade. He sagged under his own weight, nursing his grievances with an angry and dismal countenance.

For more than half his life, the scientist had sacrificed for the Dark Atom, only to be cast away in the end like so much refuse! It was so unfair! 

You deserve to die for what you’ve done, Wolfblade!

Suddenly, they stopped as Raven drew to a halt. His angry red eyes glared at the path ahead, and in a cold voice, he called out, “Show yourself!”

One… two… three figures stepped out and then, whole groups. A few moments later, there were thousands of people blocking the way forward.

A frigid hand gripped Three-Eyed Spider’s heart. Even in the midst of all this, had Wolfblade sent people to hunt him down? No, that was impossible. These weren’t Dark Atom members… but who were they?

Several figures stepped ahead of the battalion.

The foremost among them was a young man with a bit of straw jutting from the side of his mouth. His left arm was covered in bandages, and an exorcist rod hanged at his waist [1]. It was obvious by the look of him that he was this group’s leader.

Another was a heroic, albeit strangely expressionless man with inky black skin. His presence was odd, and looking at him, one didn’t get the impression he was human at all. There was a distinct sense of death and destruction that followed him. Next was a man with a battleaxe that would have seemed huge except for the fact that its bearer was also far larger than average. The malicious-looking fat man hefted his weapon, putting the etched runes along its surface on full display. Obviously, his battleaxe was no typical tool of destruction.

Aside from them, there was also a youngish-looking man with a pale face and a thin sword, and a young boy carrying a gourd on his back.

They traveled with a group of two to three thousand who were obviously from two different camps. One group consisted of considerably rougher-looking men, many of them mutated. The other was clearly well-trained and equipped with a white-haired swordsman standing at the fore.

What an odd collection, the scientist thought.

Squall didn’t pay any mind to Three-Eyed Spider or his insignificant party. Standing in the middle of the road, he raised his bandaged arm to his eyes and peered into the distance. “Ah… it looks like we’re early. We should wait for a while. Let the two sides beat on each other for a time.”

Although he was a new addition to the Highwaymen, Ravenous Tiger’s influence was perhaps just as weighty as Squall’s. He didn’t like having to take orders from a child, but he was afraid of whatever benefactor he represented. For the time being, it was wiser to play the role of obedient henchman.

Indeed, Squall was young, but his time and experiences in the wilds had made him shrewd and ruthless. 

When word got out that war had erupted in the Blisterpeaks, he gave the command to make for the mountain range as quickly as possible. Of course, now that they were here, according to Squall, it wasn’t their time to get involved.

Elysians, wastelanders, the Sanctum… it didn’t matter. They were all enemies.

Skycloud was a given, an ancient foe to the wastelands. The Dark Atom was a wildcard with tremendous influence, which made them a threat. Once Boondocks and Fishmonger’s Borough joined, they had the strength to vie for control of the whole northern barrens. It was only a matter of time before they came into conflict with the Seekers. Saving them from destruction was like cutting off his own foot.

The Sanctum of Judgment was a different sort of adversary. Putting aside the fact that he razed Fishmonger’s Borough, the Crimson One’s goal was to unite the wastelands. This put him at odds with the Highwaymen. The bishop was a terrible foe, so if there was a chance that the Elysians could take care of him and his people before Squall had to, then all the better.

Ravenous Tiger finally turned his attention to Three-Eyed Spider and the other escapees. “Where are these rats scurrying off to? We should run them down and be on our way.”

As he spoke, his axe started to glow, eager for blood.

Seeing the threat in the fat man’s posture, Raven lifted his cyborg arm, ready to react. However, Three-Eyed Spider quickly told him to stand down. They were outnumbered, and these strangers before them were strong. If they tried to fight, they would certainly die. Instead, he tried another tactic. “A moment, gentlemen!”

Squall half-heartedly motioned for Ravenous Tiger to relax. “If you’re skulking around here, it means you aren’t ordinary folk. Tell us who you are. Then, we’ll decide what to do with you.”

“I am called Three-Eyed Spider, and I am the lead scientist of the Dark Atom!”

“Lead scientist...”

Squall’s eyes sparkled. A title like that certainly carried a lot of clout. The Dark Atom was the biggest Seeker organization in the wastelands, and if what this man said was true, then he was a rare talent. Even without any fighting capabilities, he would not be a man to underestimate.

Three-Eyed Spider was a tiger driven from his cave, and out in the open, he was vulnerable. He dared not push his luck, and meeting this motley crew was potentially catastrophic. In order to save their lives, he shared his tale and, in the process, offered a way out for him and his people. “Obviously, you lot are not a typical group of hoodlums. We have fallen on hard times and have nowhere to turn. If you accept, my people and I would like to join your organization – with the stipulation, of course, that we are treated well and with respect.”

Squall shared a wordless look with Ravenous Tiger. It was a great deal.

Strong fighters were a dime a dozen out in the wastelands, but men like Three-Eyed Spider were rare. If the old scientist was really willing to join them, it would mean a great boon for their group’s development.

“You are defectors. I represent the Highwaymen, and this man leads Fishmonger’s Borough. I’m sure you’ve heard of the Highwaymen and their recent growth. We’ve got the muscle. Fishmonger’s Borough is one of the richest towns in the wastelands. I’ve got people, and he’s got resources. If you choose to join us, we’d be a real threat to the current balance of power. Don’t you agree?”

Three-Eyed Spider rejoiced. “Absolutely! Just as it should be.”

So, it was then that a great mind of the Dark Atom defected to join a budding power of the wastelands. First, Squall annexed the strength of Fishmonger’s Borough. Now, he had the aid of Three-Eyed Spider and his man Raven. The cards were increasingly being dealt in his favor. Radical expansion came with dangers, of course, for both Ravenous Tiger and Three-Eyed Spider came with their own people. However, there was no reward without risk, and though they might be hard to manage, there were turbulent times ahead. Now was the time to consolidate strength.

He would deal with those problems when they arose. For now, it was enough to bring them into the fold.

Three-Eyed Spider made a show of submitting to their direction. “I understand you were thinking of joining the battle. In my estimation, this would be unnecessary.”

Squall didn’t understand. “What are you saying? You expect the Dark Atom to withstand Skycloud’s assault? Word has spread, and other wastelander groups will come, but they’re still a far ways off. They won’t be here in time. The Crimson Church and my people are all there is.”

Three-Eyed Spider crooned a laugh. “The Dark Atom may be no match for the Elysians, but do not expect them to be destroyed in a single attack. Everyone has underestimated them. The organization is almost a hundred years old, and the city under the mountain has existed for several centuries – do you honestly believe they have nothing else to aid them in their troubles?”

“So you’re saying,” Squall interrupted, “that they still have a trump card to play.”

“That’s right. Two in fact and either one is capable of annihilating their enemies. The only reason they haven’t used either yet is because they haven’t caught enough prey in their trap! Things will be different when enough Elysian support troops and their mighty commanders arrive!”

His assertions took everyone by surprise. The Dark Atom couldn’t be that audacious even if they were twice their current size. Were they expected to believe that with the power to wipe out the Elysian army, they wouldn’t use it right away? Instead, they would take the risk of waiting for an even higher body count? It was ludicrous!

Ravenous Tiger pressed for more information. “What tricks do they have up their sleeves?”

Injured though he was, Three-Eyed Spider drew himself up with a regal air. Neither fast nor slow, neither rushed nor sluggish, he revealed the Dark Atom’s greatest secret. “The first is a weapon of the ancient times, forged in the zenith of humanity’s destruction, a nuclear weapon that, upon detonation, atomizes everything around. Nothing can survive. Nucleus was built deep underground to defend against such power should one go off nearby.”

The ancient people created weapons this powerful? And the Dark Atom had control of one?!

Three-Eyed Spider went on, “The second is a defense system built into Nucleus during its construction: “Nirvana.” If Nirvana is activated, then everything within several tens of kilometers around the city will be destroyed. The valley they battle in is ground zero. That is why you mustn’t go – entering that valley would only lead to your inevitable destruction!”

Both Squall and Ravenous felt a chill go up their spines. No wonder Nucleus had survived so long. Their defenses were as terrifying as they were incredible.

Squall offered a slight bow towards the scholar. “We appreciate your guidance, elder. You’ve prevented us from making a mistake we would regret for eternity. In that case, what do you suggest we do?”

“In this old man’s estimation, the chances of them using the atomic weapon are small. It is powerful, yes, but as far as I am aware, the Dark Atom has only discovered one. If it doesn’t slay the likes of someone like General Skye or Governor Arcturus in its single use, then it would be a pity beyond measure. In addition, the weapon does not pick sides. Using it in your own territory would have dire consequences. It is far more likely that they will choose to activate Nirvana!”

Now that he was committed to Squall and his Highwaymen, Three-Eyed Spider held no information back. After all, in saving Squall’s life, he was also investing in his own standing. Earn favor now, and later, his counsel would be all the more welcome.

“We establish ourselves in a valley stragglers are likely to pass through. Once Nirvana is activated, those who manage to escape will be forced to come our way where we will be lying in wait. They will be unable to escape, and everything that comes through will be destroyed, be they Elysian or wastelander.”

“Good, good, yes! A fine plan.”

Squall applauded the cunning scheme. If it all unfolded as he claimed, then they might be able to eliminate all of their foes in one fell stroke without risk to themselves. Squall had to appreciate his luck. Fortune had decided that, instead of being obliterated on a mountainside, the power of the entire wastelands might be delivered to him on a silver platter.

1. Alright, considerable change here. From the beginning, we’ve mistaken the phrase “驱魔棍” for exorcist staff when, in fact, it is actually more of a cudgel or mace. The confusion arises because the final character, 棍, can mean both a stick or rod, or a bludgeoning instrument. Especially in recent chapters – i.e. with Cloudhawk dual wielding them and the fact that everyone wears them on their waists where a staff cannot be worn – it was clear that these are intended to be mace-like weapons, not staves. This is further confirmed by their size as mentioned in chapter 36, where it is described as three-feet long. A staff would be closer to six whereas many styles of medieval maces were between two and three feet in length. Looking back, it makes quite a bit of sense. We’ll be using “rod” as these are fairly slim weapons, almost baton-like. Henceforth, I will be translating this weapon as intended and, eventually, some heavy editing will be needed. One day, like some time before I die. Maybe.
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War raged in the volcanic valleys for three whole hours. Bullets, bombs, and arrows filled the air. Elysian warships and Dark Atom vessels pummeled one another. Within the clouds of dust, a normal man couldn’t see farther than five meters in front of his nose.

A sharp shriek rose through the air, and suddenly, the ground exploded in all directions. Dozens of craters appeared.

Drake emerged from the airborne debris, covered from head to toe. “How many men do we have in reserve?”

He was screaming at the top of his lungs, but the sounds of battle still threatened to drown him out.

Hammont was about to respond when he was struck by five or six bullets. They struck his helmet and breastplate, casting sparks every which way. However, Elysian-made armor was incredibly strong. The impacts sent him to the floor, but he was otherwise fine. Rearranging his helmet, he cried out, “Lieutenant-General! Everyone’s on the field. The only soldiers left are those here – less than a thousand men.”

“Everyone retreat to the mouth of the valley!” Drake wasn’t going to hesitate any longer. “Cloudhawk! I need your help.”

All thirty thousand border troops were in the thick of battle, and withdrawal might already be too late. But, a thousand people in this situation weren’t going to make any sort of difference. It was best to try to fall back and leave only a token force as a deterrent.

It was clear as day. They were entrenched, and in for a long, losing battle. Drake finally decided to heed Cloudhawk’s advice. At the very least, they would have a breath to consider their next move, but it was a decision that was starkly different from that of his superiors. The soldiers of Skycloud were known to fight to the death until the last soldier took his final breath.

Drake felt their lives were too precious to throw away, an exceedingly rare quality in an officer. After all, a commander who kept his men alive was a good commander. They were the sorts of leaders who rose to become the backbones of a society.

“Fatty, squad, I’m getting you out of here.”

Not long after Cloudhawk gave the order to retreat, the air hummed with a sound like rumbling thunder.

Even through the choking smoke, it was easy to see dozens of resplendent beams of light streaking overhead. An auspicious omen that roared like divine judgment as suddenly, the skies filled with enormous warships – reinforcements!

A great cry of joy sprang up among the Elysians.

Were someone to have a high vantage point or sufficiently keen vision, they would note that the arriving troops were arrayed in three divisions. They were the Talons of God, Hell’s Army, and the Guard Corps.

The first two were special forces, small in number but incredibly deadly on the field.

The last was a more standard army like the border forces. Although it wasn’t quite as large an outfit, it still numbered ten thousand strong. The fight they were joining was white-hot, and neither side had a clear advantage over the other. Any unforeseen change could turn the tide, much less the sudden arrival of three new divisions.

“Just in time!” Panting raggedly, Aegir Polaris cleaved a Dark Atom officer in half. He had recovered enough from the surprise attack by the demon to rejoin the fight, though he was considerably weakened. The Knights of Splendor were engaged with the crimson priests while Frost and his demon hunters were keeping the demon occupied. “The death of these blasphemers is at hand!”

As though in response, a large man bearing a minigun charged out from the fog. He swept his gun through the general’s forces. Of course, this wicked wastelander technology was nothing before the might of Elysian steel. The bullets bounced off of Aegir’s armor like raindrops on a metal roof. The grizzled commander didn’t even move except to cover less shielded areas of his body.

Whoosh!

A large sword was buried in the attacker’s chest.

Brontes pulled his sword free from the gunner. He and the remaining soldiers tightened their protective circle around the general. The press of Dark Atom enemies had put them all on the back foot, but now that reinforcements had arrived, there was a chance they could fight their way out.

There was no time to rejoice. Another group was emerging through the smoke.

Among them was a man with a spectral blue sword suspended above his head.

Brontes’s eyes went wide. He shouted to the others, “Wolfblade! It’s their leader. Kill him!”

Several officers recently back on their feet were slain instantly as Wolfblade’s demonic sword ran them through. It kept going, heading right for General Aegir.

The Dark Atom leader had been caught off guard by Frost’s surprise attack, and it had left him wounded. However, Wolfblade was by no means weak. Frost’s attack had been hasty – too rushed to land a fatal blow. Frost’s arrival and the sudden addition of outsider forces changed the godslayer’s plans, for he had wanted to wear Aegir down through attrition. Now, he had to grasp at any opportunity that presented itself.

“General, be careful!”

Brontes threw aside his sword, snatched up a pair of shields, and then put himself between Aegir and the sword. The sword struck the crossed shields – shields hard enough to easily deflect high caliber bullets – and they shattered into dust. The leader of the vanguard forces was thrown violently to the ground, spitting up a mouthful of blood. Meanwhile, Wolfblade’s sword had run out of power and returned to hover above his head.

Not good! The godslayer’s stamina was quickly running out, and Elysian vanguard soldiers were closing in.

The Dark Atom assault didn’t let up. Suicide soldiers on either side of Wolfblade shook the field with berserker roars and threw themselves at the embattled but stubborn enemy.

Aegir watched them come. He opened his mouth to mobilize a counteroffensive, but all that came out was a trickle of blood.

His silver mask destroyed, Brontes’s face was covered in wounds. He knew their situation and, disregarding the danger, shouted his orders, “Protect the general at all costs! Protect the general for the glory of Skycloud and the border army!”

“Skycloud, forever!”

The vanguard had only a handful of men left, and they were spent. How could they repel the Dark Atom’s final, desperate attack on their own? Reflected in their eyes were the twisted, insane faces of the suicide soldiers as they neared.

One after another, these tired but driven soldiers threw their own bodies between the bombers and their general. They sacrificed themselves to prevent the rebels from getting to their leaders.

Plumes of fire and smoke appeared. Explosions shook the battlefield as suicide vests detonated, their sounds conveying crazed souls to the afterlife.

Aegir’s snow-white hair was stained with blood. A sad and bitter sense of heroism assailed him as he watched these brave men choose death. Witness these soldiers he commanded – these were the defenders of Skycloud, true soldiers of god. If these were to be his final moments, there was nothing to mourn.

If he had one regret, it would be only that his sword had not cut down more heathens!

Brontes and his soldiers were on the verge of breaking.

Aegir raised his broken sword. He had prepared himself for the moment of his death long ago. He was ready to throw himself at the Dark Atom and greet his demise. But before he was given the chance, a shadow fell over him. A figure descended from above like an eagle, sweeping through the enemy forces. Where the shadow passed, the heads of Dark Atom soldiers flew off their shoulders.

The general’s defender was a middle-aged man in Elysian armor with the insignia of the Talons of God. His hands moved too quickly for an observer to see what weapon he used to cut down his foes.

It was the commander of the Talons, Roc!

Roc was no typical soldier. He was also the last lauded member of the Polaris family. While Aegir Polaris protected Skycloud along the border, Roc and his special forces protected Skycloud from within. Rarely did they meet face to face, but they held one another in high regard.

Skycloud had three primary special forces. The first was the secretive Court of Shadows, and the second was the largely unknown Hell’s Army. The Talons of God were a group directly under the auspices of the Polaris family, and its leadership was called the Wardens.

While Roc raced through the crowd, an enormous shield fell from the sky. 

Aegir was encased in half a circle of solid metal. Despite how close the suicide soldiers were when they detonated, their explosions didn’t touch the officer.

Amid the roar of explosions rose a triumphant scream.

The earth shook as an armored man hit the ground like a thousand-ton metal beast. The enemies all around were crushed beneath him, and the shockwave from his impact scrambled the innards of those nearby. Of course, no ordinary soldier was this strong. This was another commander, come to take his toll on the rebels.

One was a Warden of the Talons of God. Another was an Exemplar of the Guard Corps.

In comparison, these men were somewhat weaker than Aegir in a fight. However, like the general, they were also heroes of Skycloud with long careers in leadership. With two divisions in tow, they had come in the nick of time to turn the tide of battle.

Countless warships descended from above.

Soldiers tumbled from their decks to join the fight.

Wolfblade reacted but too slowly. In an instant, he was surrounded by Elysian soldiers, everywhere he looked. Three figures had crept up behind him before he even knew they were there.

One was a beautiful woman with her long hair fluttering in the breeze. The second was hidden beneath a suit of malleable yet thick armor. Their third companion was a big man with a face crisscrossed by hideous scars.

The three titans of Hell’s Valley!

“I bet you had no idea what you were in for.” Roc stared at the infamous but rarely seen Dark Atom commander with cold eyes. “Today is the day you’ve got nowhere else to run.”

True. Where could he turn?

Wolfblade was spent. The suicide soldiers that were with him were all gone. What else did he have left to battle such a group of Elysian heroes? Any one of them could take his life!

Aegir himself was surprised at how quickly they’d arrived. “Roc, stop wasting time and kill this sinner. Finish it!”

The three giants of the valley fixed Wolfblade with hard, angry eyes. Natessa’s ethereal whip of air was fully formed in her grip. Power sizzled through Dumont’s armor. All of the potential within Eckard’s body was ready, poised for the instant he needed to move. All three of them were like taut bowstrings. They were just waiting for the finger to release.

At last, Wolfblade was at the end of his tether. His face did not betray fear, however. Instead, there was a rather queer expression on his face.

Regret. Yes, regret. Not that fate had conspired to lead him to this point. No – it was the regret of a merchant who didn’t get the deal he wanted.

“Well, I couldn’t catch the big fish, but a decent haul of shrimp is just as well.” Wolfblade's lips slowly curled into a grin. He slowly reached into his robes and extracted something that looked like a small remote. “It’s time we all achieved Nirvana.”

What was he thinking? It didn’t matter. He couldn’t be allowed to continue!

These soldiers were men of talent and experience. There was no way they were going to allow Wolfblade to drag on a costly and wretched situation. Whatever this thing he pulled out was, under no circumstance could he be allowed to activate it. Considering their overwhelming numbers, strength, and the close proximity to their target, they were confident they could do at least that.

There were no words, no orders. 

Three Valley giants and three Elysian war heroes – six warriors moved in unison with an unstated understanding. They converged on Wolfblade. Fast… too fast for him to press any sort of button. But, the rebel leader didn’t even try. He just smiled a small, condescending smile.

General Aegir sensed something was amiss. Years of experience had taught him to trust his intuition. The smile on his face and the look in his eye were not the kinds you saw on a man backed into a corner. It was the look of a hunter ready to pull the snare, a look of satisfaction.

Why?

What was he missing?

His body and mind operated separately. Inwardly, he wracked his brain for an answer, but his body gathered up all the potential of his cells and brought it to bear. No matter what, Wolfblade had to die, even if he died with him.

A sword shot out from within Roc’s sleeve like a silver serpent. 

The Guard Corps commander charged headlong with his shield held high.

Aegir did not hesitate. He poured every bit of strength he had left into his broken sword.

In this key instant, as Aegir bore down on their enemy, his eyes were drawn to the three figures behind Wolfblade. When his eyes met theirs, at that moment, he felt like someone poured a bucket of ice water over his head.

Why didn’t it feel like he was looking at allies? 

Instead, what he saw in their eyes was the cold light of betrayal.

Finally, he understood.

“Careful!”

Natessa’s ten-meter long whip wrapped around Aegir’s throat and pulled.

As the head soared into the air, the expression on its face was frozen in rage. Before it reached the ground, Dumont charged ahead like a comet, smashing into the Guard commander. The large man’s shield was blasted to pieces, and he was knocked back several meters. What was left of him didn’t look human at all.

Eckard soared through the air to meet Roc.

His attack was slowest, giving the Warden enough time to react. He wrenched himself to the side, but Eckard still hacked his arm from its socket [1]. Roc endured the intense pain long enough for another blade to leap from his right sleeve. Knocking the instructor’s weapon away, he kicked the man back down onto the ground.

“You actually… but why?!”
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The three giants of Hell’s Valley: Natessa Windham, Dumont Cenhelm, and Eckard Cutter.

Each of them came from politically connected families! Skycloud nobility!

Their backgrounds, education, and records of service were spotless – their loyalty had never once been in doubt. This went without saying. Otherwise, how could they be given command of the secret bastion in Hell’s Valley? More importantly, there was a lot of bad blood between the Valley and the Dark Atom, not least of which stemmed from the rebel attack on the bastion three years ago and the events that followed.

Three years ago, after the attack, Hell’s Army was responsible for wiping out an entire Elysian village. They razed it to the ground in order to root out any influences from the Dark Atom in Skycloud territory. Yes, it was precisely these two groups, who none would believe would ever collude towards any end who were working in concert now.

Wolfblade was saved. More than that, the giants of Hell’s Valley had actually betrayed their Elysian brothers and murdered fellow officers in cold blood. Two were dead. One was gravely injured. It didn’t matter what reasons they had or towards what end they did it – attacking your own people was the direst of sins from which there was no going back.

Brontes and the soldiers of his vanguard stared in utter disbelief. Yet another was even more shaken by the act. Drake had cut through the enemy towards them in order to protect the general just in time to see him die.

Three years. It’d only been a few months since he’d graduated from that grueling experience. Never in his wildest dreams would he have imagined… they were supposed to be the necessary evil! The darkness that defended the faith!

How had they succumbed to evil?

Natessa brought the whip back to her side. Her eyes were cold, heartless. It was the same indifferent gaze she used when giving the order to cut down innocent civilians. She looked out among the dumbstruck faces until she caught one among them, the lieutenant-general who’d just arrived at the scene. For a moment, she and Drake just looked at one another.

No explanation was given. None was needed – wasn’t this the way of Hell’s Army? They never gave explanations for the things they did, and their victims were always left confused and without answers. All that was ever said was “it was necessary.”

Thud!

General Aegir’s head struck the ground.

His body, encased in golden armor and clutching the remains of his holy blade, stood in place for a long time. Blood continued to dribble from the jagged edges of his neck, signaling the departure of his life and heroic soul.

Eckard, having failed to kill Roc in the opening attack, brandished his sword and prepared for a second pass.

Rage filled Drake’s eyes. Charging at them with wild abandon, he howled a challenge.

“Heh, don’t forget I taught you most of what you know, kid.” Eckard easily deflected Drake’s attack. With an almost halfhearted kick, he knocked the lieutenant-general back. “You think you can challenge your drillmaster with the little you know?”

“Traitor!” Drake scrambled back onto his feet. The skin between the thumb and forefinger of his right hand was split, a wound from when he was disarmed. Blood trickled from the corner of his mouth. “How could you defect to the Dark Atom?!”

“Wrong, we have not defected. We are merely using this opportunity to declare our independence from Skycloud.” Natessa had always been a woman of few words, speaking only when necessary. This appeared to be one of those times. “From now on, we three and our Hell’s Army are people of the wastelands. We will no longer be subject to the orders of a distant tyrant.”

“Why?!”

“Why do you think!?” Eckard’s scarred face twisted into a hideous sneer, making him look even more sinister. “Dumont has been in the Valley for twenty years. Ten years of my life have been spent in service and eight for Natessa. The things we’ve done, others might not understand… but you should.”

The giants of Hell’s Valley were capable people – not just on the field of battle but in many ways. If they were given leadership positions, they would excel. If they were given a standard commission in the army, training soldiers and leading them on missions, they would undoubtedly be successful. But, they weren’t. Instead, they were cast out into the Valley where they did the dark deeds Skycloud couldn’t do. No matter what they did or how long they served, they were cut off from the light. Mission after mission performing bloody deeds that piled up without any sign of appreciation or acknowledgment of their contributions. Anyone would question their faith under these conditions.

But, no one had really considered this. No one knew how a life like that could change a person.

“I’ve wasted ten years in Hell’s Valley. I’m done! I will not tolerate any more, will not pretend anymore!” Eckard was like a different man. He’d always been wild, but he was now showing naked lust and ambition. “What did he expect? Throw me to the wastes, and that’s where I’ll grow roots. I won’t listen to another word that motherfucker says.”

Perhaps the only person who would understand the sentiment was Cloudhawk. How could someone like Drake, a member of a lauded family born with all the blessings of Skycloud, grasp what they were saying?

“First, let me express my appreciation for letting the past remain in the past,” Wolfblade said to the three former instructors. “Second, let me say I understand and sympathize.” He grinned and then slowly pushed the button in his hands. “Now, it’s time to end this!”

No sooner had his finger moved than the volcanic mountains around them echoed with the sounds of an alarm. The ear-ringing sound rose above the din of battle.

It was a signal, the final warning that Nucleus’s Nirvana defense was about to activate. Agents of the Dark Atom all over the battlefield blanched and scrambled to retreat towards whatever opening was closest.

“Time for us to go!”

The giants of the valley wasted no time fighting Drake. Taking the warriors of Hell’s Army, they followed Wolfblade in falling back. The Knights of Splendor were abandoning their assault as well, seeing their enemies scatter.

That was when the explosions started. It was like the whole world was trying to tear itself apart.

When the first volcano erupted, it spewed angry red light and pitch-black smoke into the air. An airship unfortunate enough to be directly overhead was blown to pieces. It caught flame and came tumbling down the side of the mountain.

The pillar of liquid fire roared into the air.

But eventually, gravity had its say. Orbs of angry red flame descended far and wide, a rain of devastation that covered the battlefield. Globs of liquid rock as large as a man’s head fell in an unending torrent. Meanwhile, the volcano kept belching more into the sky. As lava snaked down the mountain and peppered the battlefield, it was like a scene from the end of days.

And this was merely the beginning.

A second mountain, then a third, and a fourth all started to erupt in succession. All of the volcanoes around them began to release the angry red fury hidden in their depths.

As more pillars of lava rose, the rain of death increased in volume and scope. Rivers formed and snaked through the fleeing crowds. At least airships had a chance, but the forces caught in the valley suddenly found themselves immersed in hell. Toxic volcano ash covered everything. Flames devoured everything they touched.

Elysian soldiers and Dark Atom members too slow to react were caught in the deluge of fire. They found themselves faced with nowhere to go, no place to hide. All that was left to them was to scream in torment as they were burned to cinders.

A trap! It had all been a trap! As the terrible attack dressed as a natural disaster raged, no one caught in the valleys below survived.

Drake embraced the leadership role Aegir’s death had thrust upon him and stopped the soldiers from giving chase. “Stop! I’m ordering a full retreat!”

“Listen to him!” Roc was drenched in sweat. “Gather up. Look for a way out!”

Would it be that easy?

The lava spewed by these volcanoes was closing in from all directions. Hundreds of degrees of molten rock threatened to turn anything they touched to ash. Beyond these molten rivers were kilometers of valleys bombarded by orbs of fire. The thin channels between the mountains were all funnels leading right to their deaths.

The remnants of the Elysian army looked around desperately for any hope of survival, but it increasingly seemed that escape was impossible.

Drake gathered a few men, but he only took a few steps before a scorching, stifling sensation brought him to a stop. Ash from the eruptions was filling his lungs and burning him from the inside out. He coughed fruitlessly and staggered as his head spun. Above them, lava was cascading down the mountainside, headed their way.

“Ah!”

“Gods, save your devout servant!”

What followed was a scene Drake would take to his grave. His soldiers froze under the weight of volcanic ash. They screamed as rivers of lava dissolved them from the bottom up. A hopelessness more intense than anything he’d ever felt gripped him and stole his breath. Then, there was regret for not listening to Cloudhawk’s warning.

These brave, heroic men didn’t deserve to die like this! But, there was nothing he could do. He and all his men were staring oblivion in the face.

Lava was closing in. Drake, Brontes, and Roc inched closer as the island of safety they stood upon steadily vanished beneath the angry red torrents. Death was inevitable. The only question was whether they would be melted, burned, or suffocated.

And then, a flash. A figure appeared before him. “Drake! Hold on! I’ll get you out!”

But the lieutenant-general’s face was downcast. “No. I won’t leave them behind. Help the others!”

Cloudhawk was nervous and uncertain. Drake was a friend. He had to save him. But he was asking him to save a whole host of people as well. Besides Brontes and Roc, there were all the soldiers desperately trying to avoid the lava as it slowly rose. How was he supposed to save all of them by himself?

Drake saw the uncertainly in Cloudhawk’s face. “I will not leave them!”

He had to fight the urge to knock Drake out and drag him away, but then Cloudhawk looked around at the sea of ash-covered faces. They were scared. Some were crying. None of them wanted to be burned alive. As far as Cloudhawk was concerned, Elysians and wastelanders – it didn’t matter. People were people. If he didn’t condone the slaughter of wastelanders, how could he leave Elysians to such a cruel fate, especially when friends were among them?

“Fine! Why the fuck not?” Cloudhawk shouted above the noise, “Everyone, gather up. Hold tight!”

Cloudhawk was left with no choice but to try something crazy. Once everyone was huddled, he called on the phase stone and tried to spread its field of influence as far as he could. The only way they had a chance was if he could cover everyone in it and get them to safety.

Otherwise, death would come for all of them! But, it was easier said than done.

Before today, the most Cloudhawk had been able to manage was one other person. He never tried two, but it might have been possible. This time, he really might have bitten off more than he could chew. No choice – he had to try, try something he never attempted before, pushing himself beyond all known limits.

Life or death. That’s what was on the line.


93 / Breakthrough! Escape!


The Dark Atom’s Nirvana defense system was a man-made natural disaster – a mass volcanic eruption it could somehow unleash at will. The Blisterpeak Mountain range was a massive swath of territory, pock-marked with volcanoes ready to burst. If any one of them blew, then dozens of kilometers would be covered in deadly lava. What’s more, the scale of even one volcano was monstrous. If just the mountain Nucleus was located under blew its top, the results would be catastrophic.

At the very least, Elysian soldiers caught in the cataclysm would become hard-pressed to find safety. A single person’s strength in the face of nature’s fury meant nothing.

Once Nirvana was triggered, the area for kilometers around Nucleus would be buried beneath liquid stone and volcanic ash for a long time. Everything within range died, and for a long while, the city would remain isolated from the outside world for it would be impossible to get close. In preparation for this, Nucleus had long ago established an enclosed ecosystem. It had food, water, and resources to keep itself going without outside help for the better part of a decade. It was their greatest trump card, only to be used in the direst of circumstances.

At the site of their great battle, the mountain range had already become a sea of lava. Ash lay over tides of angry red stone, as thick as mud but surging like the tide. Its fiery glare painted the mountainsides in dramatic hues as swells of lava came sweeping through the valleys. Those caught in the open were washed away, dead before they could drown.

At this moment, heaven and earth had no boundaries. 

Beyond the reach of the lava tides, orbs of it spat from the volcanoes were still falling. They struck the ground like missiles, sometimes dozens of kilometers away, stealing the safety of the air. Elysian warships dodged and weaved but to no avail. Pyroclasts slammed into their hulls, blasted them apart, and set ablaze everything they touched. There was no succor for the humans caught in the blast zone.

All of that bullshit he was spitting at Drake… Cloudhawk never thought he’d actually be right.

It really was a trap. They were hiding all these years, making people think they were afraid of Skycloud so that when they were actually discovered, the Elysians would come running. Of course they would throw everything they had at the Dark Atom, as quickly as they could before the rats could scurry away back into their holes. Little did they know that bringing their full might was playing right into the rebels’ hands.

The Dark Atom had held back on activating Nirvana, too. Wolfblade wanted his net full to bursting before he pulled in the haul.

What a terrible cost the Elysians had paid for their hatred!

Cloudhawk never had much trouble getting himself out of sticky situations. This time, it was a much taller order to save a whole squad of soldiers, and it was a task he very nearly failed. But, he gritted his teeth and drew on everything inside of himself, recklessly drawing on his potential.

Waves of stifling heat were closing in. He felt like his head might explode!

Brontes and Roc felt the scorching heat wash over them and had already lost hope. How were they supposed to get out of this? 

Cloudhawk ignored their surroundings, focusing everything on the phase stone. There was an ocean of psychic force within him. He’d seen it! Why couldn’t he call on that power for himself?

Why was he always restricted to calling on such a small token of this inheritance? Why wasn’t he given more? Cloudhawk wasn’t satisfied with boundaries. He needed what the stone could offer. It was the only way to save him and the others from annihilation.

“Get out! Give it to me!”

Drake saw him struggling. “If you can’t do it, then save yourself. Get out of here!”

“Shut the fuck up! [1]” Cloudhawk had been born with a stubborn spirit, and it was that he drew on. Veins bulged on his forehead, and the vessels in his eyes became engorged. “Who says I can’t do it?! I’ll fuckin’ show you what I can do!”

Both will and body were pushed their highest limits when at last, a blinding light burst from the phase stone.

In the recesses of his mind, Cloudhawk saw the sea of mental energy. A large portion of it evaporated but did not vanish. Instead, it hung in the darkness like a cloud while a portion of it was drawn into him.

To him, it felt like a breath of fresh air, a cool gush of water flowing through his body and mind. His own mental energies were like a trickle, but now, all of a sudden, it was a stream.

Got it! I fuckin’ got it!

His elation wasn’t because he succeeded in calling the stone’s power. Cloudhawk was happy because he managed to make that power his own. This wasn’t merely a surge of temporary strength. It was a breakthrough!

Since obtaining the phase stone, it became the source of much of Cloudhawk’s mental energies. Over time, it gradually increased, but absorbing power from that dark sea was slow and laborious. The tremendous inheritance from the stone’s former master was not easily transferred. Instead, as Cloudhawk got stronger, he was able to finally push through the bottleneck and increase his capabilities.

Over the last several years, improvement was exactly what Cloudhawk had been after. Step after step, hour after hour, he was finally reaping the benefits.

He didn’t know when he gained the strength to refine some of the stone’s power, only that now was the moment. He had been lacking impetus, but the deadly environment and his will to save Drake had given him that last push. At last, when everything was in place, he was finally able to push through the block that was keeping him back.

“It’s no good! You need to go!”

Drake had no idea what was happening within Cloudhawk. All he knew was that lava was quickly going to be lapping at their heels. If Cloudhawk didn’t get away now, he would lose his chance.

He respected the guy’s intentions. Drake just regretted not listening to him in the first place. If Cloudhawk died because of his stubbornness, his spirit would know no rest even once it was among the gods.

“Shut up!” Cloudhawk yelled back in frustration.

It had come down to the moment. His newly enhanced powers reached out for the stone, joining with it. The combined might diffused out into the air around them to form a bubble with Cloudhawk at its center. It swelled until it embraced everyone and then…

They were gone.

Drake saw it all like some kind of dream.

A moment before the lava tumbling off the mountainsides reached them, he felt a strange, intense driving force. The molten tide swept over them – but nothing. There was no burning, no heat of any kind. Before he knew it, they were racing through the lava faster than he could imagine and getting faster.

Everything fell away. Dust, lava, the mountains, boulders… all of it vanished behind them in faint streaks of light until finally, they stopped. 

It all happened in a split second.

Drake staggered and looked around. “Wh-what happened?”

By the looks on their faces, all the other soldiers had the same burning question.

Truth was, Cloudhawk didn’t know. He focused on the stone, asking it to send them far from danger. When he opened his eyes, they were ten thousands of meters from the mountains. At this distance, they were relatively safe.

Teleportation! That had to be it. Teleportation!

Well, more precisely, it was instantaneous travel. The stone’s known powers were all related to space.

Cloudhawk knew that the power he just used was different from phasing. It wasn’t crossing dimensions either. This time, he was vanishing entirely from one place and appearing somewhere else, all before he could even process it. Teleportation.

Phasing, dimensional travel… had he found another way this rock fucks with space? Was there anything it couldn’t do? 

When Cloudhawk calmed down, he decided to try it again. But, when he tried, a sharp pain wracked his body. It’d taken every ounce of mental energy in him to bring all these people to safety. And that was a surprise. After his breakthrough, Cloudhawk felt like he had the mental acuity to take on even a veteran demon hunter without needing his berserker rage.

But even so, he’d only had a single teleportation in him. 

The commander of the Talons of God stared at Cloudhawk in shock. “Some sort of dimensional power?”

Drake stared at him like he’d never seen him before. “How the hell have I never seen this?”

“Can we not flap our fucking gums over nonsense right now?!” He was spent, and he couldn’t save them again even under threat of death. So he gritted his teeth and growled at them. “We’re not out of the shit yet. We need to get out of here because I refuse to die with you dumbasses.”

Falling chunks of lava began to fall around them as though to punctuate their need to escape this lethal gorge.  Everyone staggered forward as fast as they could, but all of them were exhausted.

“General! This way!” The hulking frame of a portly soldier lumbered into view. “I’ve scouted the area. There’s a canyon we can use to get out of here. Everything else is overrun by rivers of lava. The canyon is our only way out.”

Cloudhawk nodded in approval. “Well done, Hammy!”

This unit, which had been hiding in preparations for an ambush throughout the entire battle, was now showing its value. The soldiers, drained and wounded, quietly thanked Hammont’s foresight. Without him, they probably wouldn’t have found shelter before the lava got to them.

Only, just then, the whistling sound of something piercing the air rang out.

A dozen figures fell from above. While they had arrived in resplendent white coats, the volcanic ash had turned them gray. The demon hunters’ noble faces were smeared with soot, but it didn’t detract from their majestic presence.

One of them stepped forward, apparently of higher rank. "Where is the canyon?! Lead us there immediately!”

Noble demon hunters! Hammont’s heart beat a hundred miles a minute. He hurriedly answered. “Don’t be impatient, your Excellencies. Sir Cloudhawk and the lieutenant-general just arrived.  Let's pool our resources and move out together.”

“What did you say? Cloudhawk…!” The older demon hunter’s eyes gleamed like an angry hawk’s and just as keenly picked out a figure among the crowd. It was Cloudhawk, nearly collapsed and surrounded by generals. An openly hostile light burned in the depths of his eyes. “You!”

Cloudhawk recognized the man immediately. It was Augustus Cloude, one of Arcturus’s most trusted men!

1. “Your mother’s fart”, lol


94 / Another Unavoidable Confrontation


Augustus Cloude recognized Cloudhawk. Cloudhawk remembered his face as well. However, he didn’t remember what happened between them – though if the hatred in Augustus’s eyes was any indication, it was nothing good.

In this world, one didn’t love without reason, nor did one hate without cause. Augustus’s initial sour impression of Cloudhawk stemmed from Frost’s enmity as Frost was convinced that the wastelander would soon grow to be a threat to their beloved governor.

If Augustus Cloude was anything, it was steadfastly loyal.

There was no doubt in his mind that Governor Arcturus was the greatest man in all of Skycloud. Anyone who posed a threat to him was immediately Augustus’s mortal enemy.

Time after time, Frost had tried to eradicate the boy, but the latter always escaped. Over time, he even thrived, growing strong as quickly as the other great Skycloud talents. It would not be a surprise if he became a man of significant influence in just a few years if left alone.

Augustus feared Skye Polaris, though. He dared not upset the great bear of a man and cut down one of his favorite pets. He was helpless to deal with the threat standing before him.

These survivors had lived thanks to the good fortune of Cloudhawk’s arrival. On his own, he’d managed to save perhaps two thousand lives. It was the only thing to cheer for in the whole, wretched debacle that was their assault on Nucleus.

Among his supporters were also formidable Elysian officers. They recognized that the contribution Cloudhawk made in saving their lives was a meritorious act, and he could hold his head high.

Of course, Cloudhawk’s methods were far from altruistic. In saving their lives, he made powerful friends. With time, those relationships would serve him well.

When the officers did the math, it actually didn’t seem so bad. The Dark Atom wasn’t destroyed, but they sure as hell caused some damage. They lost, handily, but every storm cloud has a silver lining. They may have been defeated, but the consequences and implications of their attack were far-reaching.

The border forces, the Guard Corps, the Talons of God… these were all armies directly under Polaris family control. Sadly, they had been broken against the Dark Atom, nearly eradicated. For the waning martial family, the results of today could be said to be a nearly insurmountable tragedy.

Skye Polaris had always been a check against the governor. He was maybe the only man in Skycloud that could stand in Arcturus’s way. But what was left with which to exert pressure? Cloudhawk – the young man he saved from death, who he’d entrusted with an important mission out in the wastes. He was more important to the family than ever and especially so given Frost’s dark prophecy that they had to be careful of him.

Whether on his own or through his role in a hostile family, Cloudhawk was a threat that couldn’t be permitted to exist. Augustus’s mind raced to find a way to deal with him.

His thought process seemed complex but flashed by in an instant. Then, in the most direct way possible, he reacted. He pulled out a crescent blade that was as thin as a cicada’s wing, and the weapon rose of its own accord from his hand. Pregnant with homicidal intent, it burst into motion.

No warning, no omen – the weapon raced towards Cloudhawk at twice the speed of sound!

When this thorn in their side was dead, the Polaris family would be weaker than ever. At last, Arcturus would have full control of Skycloud city!

After the series of brutal attacks, Drake felt numb. However, the sudden attack on Cloudhawk’s life from a supposed ally once again took him by surprise. His first instinct was to shout a command. “Hold!”

A streak of silver light flashed from Roc’s right sleeve, quickly revealing itself to be a snake-like wave-bladed sword. He moved it so quickly that a web of steel separated Cloudhawk from Augustus’s relic, knocking it away.

Cloudhawk balked, full of confusion. Was this motherfucker crazy? He didn’t remember killing the guy’s dad or screwing his wife, so what the fuck?!

“That battle stole the lives of some of our best. It had to be the work of a spy!” Augustus stared accusingly at Cloudhawk. “We have long suspected this fiend to be working with the demon. He saved you as a clumsy means of hiding his intentions. We cannot allow him to make it back to Skycloud!”

“What absolute bullshit!” Drake responded, losing his temper. “Where’s your proof?!”

“You want proof? Three years ago, he infiltrated Skycloud from the wastelands with a demon relic in hand, claiming to have killed such a monster on his own!” Augustus was a clever man. In a blink, he knew what to say to expose this traitor. “Today, we saw that demon on the field with his Gospel of Sand in hand, which he used to cut down our brothers! If it weren’t for that monster, I would have eliminated the Dark Atom years ago. You still have the gall to stand there and deny that he works with the demon? Look at him – look at what he is capable of now. You mean to tell me that, three years ago, he fought a demon on his own and won? How do you explain the Gospel that he once held suddenly in the hands of a beast that should be dead?”

The words were cutting and persuasive. It seemed as though Cloudhawk had nothing to say. How could he explain any of this truthfully?

Although he had been painted into a corner, Cloudhawk remained calm. “I can explain everything about the Gospel, but it is up to a court to decide whether or not to act on the information. Trying to kill me without a verdict is shady as hell. It’s almost like you’re trying to kill me to keep me quiet.”

Drake was convinced of Cloudhawk’s innocence. How could he be a demon spy? Without him, they would all have died in the valley, and someone working for the enemy wouldn’t have any reason to spare their lives. Augustus’s words were nothing more than mean-spirited slander!

Hammont and the other soldiers were just as indignant. Augustus brought up important questions, but it was hardly enough to warrant cold-blooded murder. Sentencing a man to death on suspicion alone was rushed and excessive!

However, he was a demon hunter – a veteran and from a noble family to boot. No lowly soldier was going to stand in his way. They could only silently protest his actions.

Roc’s blade had illustrated his position on the matter. His full name was Roc Polaris, and he was completely loyal to his family. How could he not be aware of Augustus’s true aim?

Augustus continued to urge his moonblade forward, desperately trying to behead Cloudhawk. However, although the Talon commander was crippled, he still had one good arm. The steel defense was impenetrable. At the same time, the soldiers did not react to Augustus’s commands to cut down the traitor, a fact that made him furious.

But, it didn’t matter. He had a dozen demon hunters who were sworn to obey!

“Everyone, after him! He must die today!” A veteran demon hunter and a dozen of his compatriots was a squad equipped to kill a demon!

Baffled though they were, the demon hunters were nonetheless trained and sworn to the Cloude family. Augustus’s commands were law, so they brandished their relics and splayed out in preparation to attack.

“Men who were saved by Cloudhawk’s hand! Are you willing to stand by and watch as these demon hunters cut him down without cause?” Drake called out to the soldiers. “We are a nation built on laws! Even if he is a Cloude, the name does not give him the right to kill a demon hunter on a whim! If you’re brave enough to stand for justice, then fight with me!”

Hammont felt a surge of emotion rising to his head. He was a small, insignificant man, but he trusted Cloudhawk. He found Augustus’s behavior worthy of disdain, so it was the Magistrate who first lifted his blade to aid the lieutenant-general.

The gorge rang with the sound of swords being drawn as the remaining Elysian soldiers came to Cloudhawk’s defense. No one said a word. Their silence was a deafening protest.

Only one man hesitated: the commander of the vanguard, Brontes.

Cloudhawk had recognized the man, and of course, Brontes remembered Cloudhawk. He knew Cloudhawk came from the wastelands, and he remembered the chase from years ago. It was the only time in his military career that he had been defeated. Was Cloudhawk as clean as he wanted everyone to believe? But, doubtful or not, he didn’t believe the demon hunter deserved to be slaughtered out here like a dog!

Suddenly faced with the prospect of fighting their own countrymen, the demon hunters paused. Did Augustus really want them to fight their own side, here in enemy territory? Thousands were dead already. What would they think if word got back to Skycloud that they were killing their own after such a tragedy?

“Just try and screw with my brother!” Drake was emboldened upon seeing the soldiers stand behind him. Inwardly, he couldn’t help but feel relief. He hefted the broken sword left behind by their fallen general and spoke to his compatriots in a booming voice. “Augustus Cloude is trying to murder a good man! His intentions are clearly malicious – arrest him!”

The rallying shouts made Cloudhawk’s heart soar.

Surviving had never been easy for him, so he cherished every friend he made. Never in his life had he ever had so many willing to stand by his side, and at that moment, he really felt like he was part of a crew.

Hammont and the thousand-strong remaining soldiers brandished their weapons, ready to act. Demon hunters were lauded warriors of god, but Drake was their commander! A soldier’s first duty was to obey orders – nothing else was as important. What’s more, despite the great respect they held for demon hunters, to them, their actions here were unfounded. At that moment, Augustus knew his plan had failed. The men with him were also preparing to stand down. Yet, as it seemed the situation was about to deescalate, a sound emerged from gorge nearby.

“It’s taken you so long I thought everyone died on the mountain. Instead, it turns out you’re too busy trying to murder each other.” Squall finally emerged from the gorge with a large group of men. He looked at the soldiers and demon hunters, noting their tense standoff with a grin. “Elysians dogs nipping at one another. Quite the sight.”

His sudden appearance took everyone by surprise.

Drake called out, “Who goes there?”

Squall sniffed in laughter, revealing his white teeth. “The one who will be burying your corpses. Watching you all squabble for half the day, we were growing impatient. I figured we’d come along and help you along your journey to the afterlife. It’s fine. You don’t need to thank you.”

Terror gripped Cloudhawk. “Squall!”

Why was it that this fucking guy haunted him always at the worst possible times?

Squall hadn’t noticed Cloudhawk at first. After all, everyone looked the same caked in volcanic ash. Only now was it clear he was among them and that he was the cause of their conflict.

“Son of a bitch.” Squall’s expression shifted to something strange. “We’re always running into one another! Well, if one thing is clear, it’s that you sure love to cause a scene. Go on, fuck off. I’m tired of looking at you.”

Hey! I should be saying that to you, asshole!

The two men were something between friends and enemies. Or perhaps, more accurately, they were mirror images. The world was a fucking lousy place, and it seemed like it was always just the thing you wanted to avoid that came to bite you in the ass. Like Cloudhawk and Squall, or Squall and Old Thistle.

Three-Eyed Spider also recognized the young man who had caused him so much pain.

Although the chief culprits of his sorry condition were Wolfblade and Hellflower, Cloudhawk had been the catalyst that got it all started. As a result, he had just as much of a reason to want him dead as Augustus.

But, the old scientist was a smart man. He was able to read the crowd at a glance. It appeared Cloudhawk had some sort of relationship with his new benefactor, and Squall seemed ready to let him go with his life.

How was that acceptable? As far as Three-Eyed Spider was concerned, letting that scoundrel live was just trading trouble now for disaster later.

A poisonous thought wormed its way into the old man’s brain. He stepped out from the crowd and fixed Cloudhawk with his steely gaze. “Cloudhawk, you had contact with both Wolfblade and Hellflower. It was because of you that I was kicked out of the Dark Atom. Now, I see you are among the Elysians. From this perspective, it seems you are working both sides against one another. In all my years, I’ve never seen such a brazen man!”

The moment he said it, all the faces in the crowd around Cloudhawk changed.

Drake and the others looked at him in betrayed shock.

Fuck, Cloudhawk thought. That old man really screwed me.


95 / Hostility


So Three-Eyed Spider was colluding with Squall. And it wasn’t just the scientist either. He recognized a number of familiar faces.

One of them was a fierce-looking fat man with an enormous axe. Wasn’t that the governor of Fishmonger’s Borough, Ravenous Tiger? Since when did he become a mercenary?

Incredible. All of a sudden, Squall had a crew of these assholes and not your typical run-of-the-mill assholes either. Didn’t he know that if he raised a bunch of snakes, he was liable to get bit?

But, it wasn’t like Cloudhawk was going to give him advice right now. Three-Eyed Spider was smart and vicious. He couldn’t be ignored.

“My orders were to scheme a way into the heart of the Dark Atom, and to do that, I needed to get your dumbass out of the way. I didn’t think a mangy bitch like you would find another master so quick after getting thrown out of the kennel.”

Cloudhawk’s tongue was as sharp as anyone’s. Three-Eyed Spider, with all his arrogance, was furious at the vile things the bastard was calling him.

Cloudhawk turned to the others. “Don’t be fooled by this clumsy bullshit. It looks suspicious, no doubt, but these fucks are capitalizing on your doubts to make us fight each other. Meanwhile, they’ll sit there and watch us kill each other and then mop up what’s left. Don’t fall for it!”

“That’s right!” Hammont stepped up. “Back in Sandbar Outpost, Sir Cloudhawk led me and my men to a terrorist cell and eliminated them! How could he be working for the Dark Atom?”

At this moment, it didn’t matter what was going on in his heart - Drake was determined to stand by Cloudhawk’s side. “He suffered with me side by side in Hell’s Valley for three years. I know the kind of person he is, and he’s no traitor. Don’t let these blasphemers cloud your mind with their lies!”

“So eager to absolve him of his sins… rather illustrative that Cloudhawk has something to hide.” Augustus offered a cold chuckle. “As far as I can tell, this whole disaster is his fault. In the midst of an emergency, it is better to kill a threat immediately rather than to wait for his knife to appear in your back later.”

The other demon hunters looked gravely at Cloudhawk with hard expressions that agreed wit hthat logic.

Anger bubbled up inside the wastelander. It was pretty clear that nothing was going to convince this obnoxious shithead to give him a break.

More escaped the destruction of Nirvana than Squall anticipated. Among the survivors were a number of demon hunters and military officers – a force to be reckoned with. In a straight fight, the cost would be high.

Now, with distrust sown among them, the demon hunters and Elysians soldiers would at least not be working together against the Highwaymen. It was as good a time as any for them to put these mongrels down.

Ravenous Tiger began to pour energy into his battleaxe. Others soon took his lead and prepared to attack.

“Careful!” Drake looked between the demon hunters and the bloodthirsty wastelanders. His voice came in a dangerous growl. “Augustus is acting against the law. When we fight, make sure you keep an eye out for surprise attacks.”

Roc understood what he was getting at.

Augustus was the governor’s trusted man. The men with him were demon hunters employed by the family. Everything they did, they did for the benefit of the governor’s mansion. Weighing the conditions right now, Cloudhawk was a more valuable target to them than a group of wastelander thugs.

As for them? Augustus would be more than happy to cut Drake and Roc’s heads from their shoulders. With them out of the picture, it would be easier for Arcturus to consolidate power over Skycloud city.

Augustus muttered to the demon hunters with him, “They will be distracted between defending Cloudhawk and fighting the wastelanders. The officers themselves will stay by the spy’s side. We just need to wait for the right time. Remember, he doesn’t leave this gorge alive. He is Polaris’s man and stands against our governor. Spare no effort to protect our governor and our city!”

“Yes, sir!”

“You don’t need to worry.” One of the veteran demon hunters with him spoke up. “He’s already exhausted. Any one of us can kill him with a hand tied behind our back. With all of us together, he’s as good as dead.

The demon hunters crouched, ready to spring into action. 

Meanwhile, Cloudhawk watched it all begin to unfold. He couldn’t help but suppress a bitter laugh. It’d cost him so much effort to get out of that deathtrap in one piece, and he did it with a bunch of others. In the background, the volcanoes were still raging. Lava and ash could envelop them at any moment – yet here they were, stumbling into a new danger when the old one was still nipping at their heels.

Who knew what the end of this day would have in store!?

Ravenous Tiger was on the cusp of giving the order to attack. The wastelanders and the Elysians were posturing themselves for a final charge. Augustus and his group of murderers were circling their prey.

Suddenly, in this instant, they were all distracted by an imperious voice echoing through the gorge.

“Who told you attack? Who’s the goddamn boss here? Everyone, back off!”

Squall’s frigid eyes swept over his people. Those they fell upon felt a chill run through them. An intense air of cruel brutality billowed from him in a way they never felt before, forcing his people to stand down.

Squall dragged his eyes away from his men and pinned them on Augustus. [1]

They were colder and more lethal than any blade. When he spoke, his words were slow, each syllable carefully enunciated. “Anyone who wants to go can go. Anyone – except you. You will die today.”

His bloodthirsty intent seemed the fill the whole area. However, Augustus was at a loss. Why? What was going on?

Hatred like this didn’t come out of the blue. It grew from the darkest parts of a man’s heart over years. He traced it to this young man, but Augustus was sure he had never seen him before. But of course, he had. Only... the years had changed Squall dramatically. Besides, he was a nobody when Augustus killed his father – a lowly merchant unworthy of the demon hunter’s memory. But then, he remembered. Looking into the deep wells of hatred that were Squall’s eyes, it all became clear.

Him! But how? He had been a nobody, quiet and insignificant. How, after only a few years, had he become something like… this?

It was hard to believe. He couldn’t have achieved all this on his own. Who was he getting help from? What organization did he work for? What had happened over the last several years to have him end up here?

All the while, Squall stared unblinking at his quarry. He was afraid that if he took his eyes off the demon hunter for a single moment, he would disappear. 

Visibility was low in the canyon, and Augustus was covered in ash. He’d only just recognized that face – a face he would never forget. Squall’s bloodshot eyes were wide, and a frenzied rage boiled up inside him.

It emerged on his face as an expression of such intense hatred that all who saw would remember it forever. 

He never forgot. Would never forget. How could he?

Old Thistle had raised him and was a good and faithful father. He was just a merchant trying to do good by his people. He worked hard, kept the faith, spending the better part of his life toiling to make life better for others. He had never been one for an ostentatious lifestyle, never sought to live beyond his means. All he ever wanted was to earn a respectable life for the people of his small merchant company. He worked so hard that he had no time for a woman, no chance to father a child. If it could be said that he had one wild desire, it was that the young man he raised could grow to become a respectable demon hunter who would bring honor to the family.

Did the gods really think that was so unreasonable?

Squall had been raised by the old merchant from when he was young. His generous and lighthearted personality had probably come from that upbringing. Like his foster father, Squall never had any great ambitions. He worshiped Arcturus Cloude like so many others and hoped that one day, he could be a noble demon hunter and bring glory to the realm. It was also a way to pay Old Thistle back for everything he’d done, that he could one day look at Squall with pride and know that all his hard work had paid off. 

Was that too much to ask?

Fate had been cruel to his father who was a good man! It wasn’t the robbers of the wastelands who took his life. It was a demon hunter. This demon hunter. How desperate he must have felt at the end?

Fate had been cruel to Squall as well. He had been forced to watch as his father was beheaded. He still remembered how Old Thistle’s blood felt as it sprayed across his face. He’d been so helpless…

In the years that followed, he was lost to darkness. He had done all manner of evil things so that now, his hands were as stained with blood as the beast who made him this way. He’d gone down a road there was no coming back from, but it was the price he willingly paid for power, the power to do what he had to do, to protect the people who were important to him. The gods had stopped listening, so he turned his prayers to the devil.

This… this animal. He was the one who killed his father. He was the one who destroyed Squall's happy life! In his dreams, Squall had murdered Augustus a million different ways.  Now, he had to choose which one to bring into reality. What luck that he should appear right here before him, almost as though it was by divine will – or through the will of a demon?

Squall managed to restrain his rage with considerable effort. “Out of my way! No one is permitted to get involved. I am going to kill this man with my own hands.”

“You?” Augustus felt as though the whelp was insulting his abilities. “You absolute fool! Let him have his wish! No one intervene! I will get rid of this filth that slipped through my fingers years ago.”

Neither side understood what was happening, but they could guess.

Ravenous Tiger and Three-Eyed Spider were not pleased. The young man’s passions were delaying their work. He was letting his emotions get the better of him, and in doing so, destroyed a perfect opportunity.

Augustus obviously held Squall in very little regard. Cloudhawk was surprised by his former friend’s decision. Three years ago, he wasn’t even qualified to study as a demon hunter. What made him think he had the strength to prevail?

His opponent was a veteran demon hunter, one of Arcturus’s most trusted men. He surely hadn’t been wasting the last three years either.

Squall clenched his fist and flexed his muscles. The bandages that hid his left arm ripped inch by inch. Gushing, inky-black gas poured from the tears and coiled around his arm like vipers. Squall’s typically average-sized arm actually swelled as the tattoos scrawled along his flesh became scales. Blackish-purple nails several inches long stretched from his fingers.

“An implanted relic.” Augustus narrowed his eyes as he watched the display. “Before inserting it into the body, you have to remove the thing it is replacing. The process is more painful than most can handle. However you got it – by fair means or foul – it doesn’t matter. I’m not afraid of an arm.”

He spat the words condescendingly, and at the same moment, his whisper-thin crescent blade began to rotate. Immediately, the power it emanated overcame Squall’s presence. Dust and ash were thrust several meters away from the epicenter as it spun, so fast that the blade became a disk as brilliant as a full moon and as blinding as the sun.

Under Augustus’s command, even tungsten steel was no impediment. 

Cloudhawk watched from the sideline with his eyes narrowed. It was no good. The discrepancy in power was too great.

In this situation, with everyone’s eyes on them, there was nothing Cloudhawk do to intervene. Besides, even if he wanted to help, he didn’t have the strength. As for Squall’s henchmen? They didn’t care if he died. It would just be an opportunity for the Tiger or the Spider to seize the reins. No help would be forthcoming from them.

However, Blackfiend did begin to move. Energy poured out of its inky-black body and into Squall’s arm until it throbbed with power.

All of that energy appeared to solidify inside him. The tattoos etched in his arm were clear and discernible, as monstrous as a demon’s. All of a sudden, his strength surged to several times what it had been.

Augustus’s face froze, but his hesitation was only temporary. He rushed to be the first one to attack.

Squall had spent countless nights fantasizing about just this moment. He clung to that as his power gathered to its highest point. He focused it all into his fist and released it, answering the demon hunter with a punch of such concussive force that it rivaled a missile blast. The crushing momentum washed over Augustus.

The scene took everyone’s breath away. Squall’s sudden burst of strength was enough to overpower a veteran demon hunter!

Augustus quickly switched his focus to defense, but it was too late. A shell of protection sprang up around him but shattered in the moment of impact. He was launched backward at breakneck speeds.

Meanwhile, blood seeped from every pore in Squall’s body. His hair was wild, and the madness in his eyes was more befitting a demon.

Suddenly, he hurled himself into the air and started to gather his strength once more. His target was the prostrate demon hunter who was still recovering from the unexpected blow. However, the other members of the latter’s squad could not suffer to watch him get beaten into oblivion. They began to summon the power of their relics to kill Squall before he could reach Augustus.

After a moment of surprise, Ravenous Tiger rejoiced. Good! What incredible ability? He’s managed to hide it well all this time. A good thing I didn’t have to learn it the hard way. With any luck, he dies here in this gorge!

1. XL: Did you forget he saw this shit kill his dad in front of his eyes? I did. RWX - Me too!


96 / War's End


Squall charged recklessly at Augustus with all the might of his dark power. The consequence was significant self-inflicted damage, and the other demon hunters capitalized on the opening he gave them. He wasn’t going to be able to protect himself.

Cloudhawk wanted to help, but he couldn’t. The resonance of a dozen or so relics was almost deafening. It seemed like Squall would be blasted apart in moments.

Hatred had devoured all reason. What harm would there be in escaping to try again another time? At best, he was going to die with his enemy!

The man’s unbridled insanity had taken Augustus by surprise. Was he willing to destroy himself to drag them both to hell? He felt the threat of mortal danger wash over him. A hundred battles, a thousand threats… he never would have guessed this was how he would die.

But, the danger was suddenly interrupted when a sword surrounded by an aura of frost streaked down from the sky and buried itself in the ground between Augustus and his foe. Blue-white energy diffused through the area like a fog that swallowed up everything in a given radius.

The frost borne by the sword was unique. It caused no damage to flesh but had a distinct effect on nearby relics. The various relics of the demon hunters stopped without warning midflight, their energy stolen. Squall’s arm was no different, and he suddenly found that all the strength he’d accumulated had vanished.

Frost de Winter descended into the gorge with his men in tow. They were all covered in soot with the exception of Frost himself, whose resplendent armor glimmered in the light.

He landed by his sword and wrenched it from the ground. Brandishing Frozen Dirge with his other hand, he threw it towards the one still charging ahead. Squall was caught by the spear in the chest. The impact immediately stopped his forward momentum, and the blood that poured from his mouth steamed and congealed like half-frozen ice.

“You’re alright.”

Frost helped Augustus up from the ground.

The latter was covered in hoarfrost and shivered, but it wasn’t the cold that made him quake. Augustus couldn’t feel it – the connection between him and his relics had been severed entirely. “This is the secret power of Rimeshard? It can restrain the power of other relics!”

Frost’s heavenly sword instantly repressed every relic in its sphere of influence. All of that power, vanished.

Rimeshard created a sort of static field that counteracted a relic’s resonance. Unless Frost was facing a foe much stronger than him, they wouldn’t be able to break the lock. All they could do was wait for Rimeshard’s power to wane. Augustus was grateful for it, for it’d saved his life.

Cloudhawk’s innate ability allowed him to distinguish and connect with a relic’s song. He was able to sense what no one else could. He knew right away that the sword was special. Its own power wasn’t anything spectacular, but the ability to deactivate relics was. No wonder, then, that Frost had been able to completely disregard the Caliph’s sand powers.

His most threatening combat weapon was Frozen Dirge. With that sword as support, it made a man already notoriously powerful even more difficult to deal with.

Squall was forced to retreat back to his men. Blackfiend, Greensnake, and Gremlin quickly surrounded him for protection.

Frost stood before the gathered survivors with Rimeshard in one hand and Frozen Dirge in the other. His jade-like armor sparkled in what little light there was while his pure white cloak flapped heroically in the breeze. He gazed over the others with an aloof, elegant indifference, with eyes like frozen pools. His presence was enough to shake the onlookers even if he stood before them alone.

Three-Eyed Spider opened his third eye and searched the newcomer. His face was plastered with an unhappy scowl. What an unpleasant surprise, to find that the Elysians had a young man like this among them.

Ravenous Tiger was also soured on the idea of conflict, especially since Frost had come with his own contingent of demon hunters. The Highwaymen were in better condition for a fight, but what would that get them? Best case scenario, they would destroy each other, and that wasn’t worth it.

“So long as I’m alive, I will haunt your nightmares. And one day… one day, they’ll come true. I promise.” Clutching his chest, Squall glared daggers at Augustus. “Remember, every dark corner… every shadow… every black crevice – I’ll be watching. I will curse your name with my every breath until the day you die. And when you do, I’ll make damn sure your spirit never knows rest!”

Ravenous Tiger and Three-Eyed Spider exchanged a glance. “Let’s go.”

Frost watched the wastelanders go, his sweeping eyebrows slightly furrowed. He did not give chase. Frost was strong, but even he had his limits. After the taxing battle with Wyrmsole, he was only slightly less exhausted than Cloudhawk.

The other demon hunters were wounded and tired. Now was not the time to pursue conflict.

At last, Frost’s gaze, hard and unfriendly, turned to Cloudhawk. Their animosity ran deep and had festered long.

But, Cloudhawk wasn’t afraid. He met his stare unflinchingly, even smiled. With a mocking tone, he greeted his old nemesis. “You make quite an entrance. It’s been a long time, but obviously, even in defeat, you still like to show off. How can a loser still have so much confidence? It’s shameful, really.”

One of the demon hunters lurched forward threateningly. “What did you say?!”

Cloudhawk hardly paid them any mind. “I’m talking shit about your commander, Frost de Winter.”

Drake knew that Cloudhawk was talking about their fight three years ago when Cloudhawk and the Tartarus squad defeated Frost in the outskirts of Teal Ridge. Recognizing that his friend was using an old wound to cause problems, he was ashamed on his behalf. Inwardly, he urged Cloudhawk to keep his mouth shut.

If it really came to blows, things were not going to end well for anyone.

Of course, Cloudhawk was not the least bit concerned.

He knew just the sort of person Frost was: conceited, hot-tempered. The more you provoked him, the less he knew how to respond. As a man who couldn’t admit defeat, his first instinct would be to find a level playing field to redress these insults.

The situation being what it was, killing Cloudhawk wasn’t an option. Meanwhile, Cloudhawk had just experienced a breakthrough. Although he didn’t know exactly how much he’d improved, perhaps it was enough to go toe-to-toe with this sanctimonious shit-nugget.

All of the demon hunters present were under Frost’s command. Cloudhawk’s insult infuriated them all but none more so than Augustus. Frost was the governor’s personal disciple, so an insult against him was spitting in the face of their illustrious leader. Besmirching any of the men here was one thing, but insulting Arcturus Cloude was unacceptable.

Frost was like a sculpture of ice. Nothing changed in his expression. His response was tepid. “I won’t kill you today. Grow stronger, and one day far… far in the future when we are on more equal footing, I will show you exactly how ignorant you are.”

“Alright, if you’re issuing a challenge, then I accept. I’d be more than happy to help you find all the teeth I knock out afterward.”

Cloudhawk was physically incapable of holding back his sarcastic remarks. It was a compulsion. But while he still had a litany of irritating things to say, now wasn’t the time. Lava was still creeping towards their position, and if they didn’t go soon, it would be too late.

Forsaking a few choice phrases of his own, Frost hoisted Frozen Dirge and took the lead. By now, a lake of molten stone separated them from their escape, but he walked onto it without hesitation. The moment his boots touched the lava, it hardened, stretching out in a straight path towards safety. All the remaining survivors filed along in tow.

Cloudhawk followed Drake and his men until they got far away from the Blisterpeaks and then went his own way. 

Drake and the border forces had a bitter reality to face when they got back, and Cloudhawk had his own important matters to deal with. Now wasn’t the time for him to return to Skycloud.

“This was General Aegir Polaris’s sword.” Before parting, Drake handed Cloudhawk what remained of the blessed weapon. “With his death, much of the Polaris family’s influence is gone. That means the Elysian army is weak. I think it’s fair to expect Arcturus Cloude will use this opportunity to strengthen his position, so it’s time to make a stand. The governor is a remarkable man, but having the entire city under one family’s control is not for the good of all.”

Cloudhawk understood what Drake was saying. He wanted him to deliver Aegir’s sword to General Skye – and he hoped that Cloudhawk might work to make sure Arcturus didn’t become the only power in all of Skycloud. 

Cloudhawk accepted the blade. As for the rest, he would need time to decide.

By the end of the war for the Blisterpeaks, tens of thousands of Elysian soldiers had lost their lives. Hell’s Army defected under no uncertain terms. Either one of these events would sweep through Skycloud like wildfire. Both together would shake its very foundation. The aftermath of this conflict would be far-reaching and change the world as they knew it.

Eruptions continued for several more days and nights, all throughout the Blisterpeaks. By the time the lava slowed to a trickle, the mountain ranges had returned to normal – except for the thousands of blackened corpses that were littered among the valleys.

There were Elysians and wastelanders, though it was hard to tell which was which after the fires claimed them. Once Nirvana was initiated, those who were too slow to escape succumbed to the heat and suffocating ash. Those who weren’t incinerated by the lava lined the mountainsides as twisted sculptures. 

Many of them were frozen in the positions in which they died. Some were mid-step. Others were huddled in despair. A few knelt in prayer while many were locked in eternal combat.

The disaster had encompassed nearly all on the battlefield. The tragedy was perfectly preserved here for all eternity. Thousands upon thousands of lives – gone because of the war between faith and survival. Their reward was eternal slumber, forgotten out here among the ash and obsidian.

When it was safe, Cloudhawk returned to the valley. What had always been a dead world was now covered in a blanket of ash with rivers of lava beneath. He imagined it would remain this way for a long, long time. He peered through Oddball’s eyes and saw it was the same all around.

Spectacular… and cruel.

Nature is and will always be the greatest artist. It was the kind of picture that should be shared with everyone, to show them what war brings, how fragile life was. But even if they knew, would the killing stop? No… no, it wouldn’t. The killing would never stop.

The only consequence of war was more war. Death only led to more death.

In the end, it would only stop when there was no one else to fight and no one else to kill. History would open a new chapter – and then, it would all start again. For all of man’s accomplishments, they were too weak to stop the inevitable return.

A three-meter-tall figure that looked like a pile of rocks stood by his side. Scars marred several parts of his body though he seemed to have recovered from the numerous wounds. He was an extraordinary mutant indeed.

“I decide not go,” Coal said as they looked out over the valleys.

Cloudhawk didn’t expect that. “You changed your mind?”

For a few seconds, Coal was silent, dropping his eyes to the floor. “I cannot go with you.” A frown touched Cloudhawk’s face. He thought he knew why.

“I saw you save two men. Enemies of Coal – men Coal swear to kill. You are friend to Coal. Do not want bring trouble to friend. So I cannot go.”

It took effort for Coal to put his thoughts into foreign words, but he got his point across.

Cloudhawk understood. Coal looked at Cloudhawk as a friend, but the blood of his people demanded vengeance. If he chose to travel the wastelands with Cloudhawk, he would eventually cross paths with the ones who destroyed his family. That would put his friend in a tough position. The only option was to part ways.

Coal asked a question, “When I kill, you try stop?”

Cloudhawk answered, “If someone tries to kill me, would you stop them?”

“You are friend. You save Volcano Tribe. Coal die before you die.” His broken words were filled with conviction. “I know. Understand what I must do. Kill them when you not there, so you not stop.”

The mutant made no effort to hide his intentions from Cloudhawk. That was who he was – pure, open to expressing what was in his heart.

Cloudhawk wasn’t in a place to try and dissuade Coal from his path of vengeance. 

Anyway, Coal had the right. It was his responsibility, and more than that, it was his destiny. No one could criticize his decision. If Cloudhawk tried to convince him otherwise because Drake was a friend, it would be nothing short of stupid and selfish.

His heart sank. “What are you going to do now?”

“Join Dark Atom.” Coal gave his answer without hesitation. “Train. Become strong. Only strong can get revenge.”

Coal had been born with a gift. In all his travels, Cloudhawk had never seen anyone build upon their mutation as he had. If Coal joined the Dark Atom, they would give him a more effective and systematic form of training, teaching him how to use weapons. They would practically turn him into a weapon. With the help of all their technology, he would grow strong, smart, and capable.

How strong would he be when he emerged again into the world?

Cloudhawk didn’t know. The mutant would be stronger than he would believe for sure. But what worried him more than that was what Coal would become to the Dark Atom. In joining them, he would be a tool to be used at its discretion. Cloudhawk had always been careful to avoid stepping into conspiratorial circles, but who would be there to protect Coal and help him get free?

There was no going back from some decisions, but Cloudhawk had no right to try and educate his friend.

The Dark Atom was the only place that would take him in.  It was his only chance to get strong fast.

Their grim conversation was interrupted by an explosion. Several wastelander airships emerged from nearby calderas and started for the borders of the Blisterpeak Mountains. Cloudhawk knew when he saw them that they carried Dark Atom agents to seed throughout the wastelands.

The war for the Blisterpeaks had opened the flood gates. The Dark Atom and Skycloud were locked in open conflict.

Results of the battle had spread, and the Dark Atom’s reputation had grown. Now, there was all manner of groups in the wastelands willing to pledge loyalty. A conflict like this hadn’t been seen in over a hundred years. Who knew what would happen when the giants of the wastelands emerged from their hiding places?

The only thing that was clear was that this was just the beginning. Chaos would only spread. Cloudhawk couldn’t guess what would become of the world, but he would be lying if he said he didn’t look out over this scene and wish to see it for himself. After all, he was – at heart – a wastelander.


97 / The Mysterious Wolfblade


After the war for the Blisterpeaks, Nucleus was like an ant-hill someone kicked over. For the most part, however, Wolfblade acted as though nothing out of the ordinary had happened. He spent most of his time in the library, just as he had before they were almost annihilated.

The library was an elegantly constructed building made of sound-proof materials that kept the din of the outside at bay. The moment you walked inside, it was like stepping into another world.

Towering shelves stuffed with books rose all around. For all this massive space, there was only one singular occupant.

Wolfblade was perched high up on a ladder and looked out over the library. The books were spread all over like a whirlpool of knowledge. They seemed to have some sort of magic that diffused through the room and swallowed up any eager soul who entered. Among the towers, Wolfblade’s meager form was almost insignificant.

This collection of books was a microcosm of all human history, what remained of all the collected knowledge of the world at his fingertips. It was society and culture, distilled into words on a page and placed here for safekeeping.

A single man standing before all the collected works of mankind throughout the ages… it was impossible not to feel small.

As Wolfblade was busy contemplating this, tendrils of yellow sand invaded the room and started to gather. A few moments later, they formed into a familiar image with red eyes and dark bark-like skin. The demon’s presence immediately brought with it the stink of fear and destruction.

Wolfblade sensed the demon’s arrival but didn’t even turn his head to look. He gently closed the book in his hands. “Every time I’m here, I am confronted with the idea that there is no other place like it in all the wastelands. There’s more knowledge here than a man could hope to learn in his lifetime. And yet, all of these books represent just the tiniest fragment of a civilization we’ll never know. A glory that will eventually be forgotten. For such a small people to have such a vast history… it’s funny that the so-called gods and demons do not even know their own history.”

The Caliph of the Sands was not opposed to Wolfblade’s wry comment, though he did not agree. “Ten thousand years is a long time, be it for humans, gods, demons, or any other living creature. It is enough, however, to seize the moment. The past doesn’t matter. It is the future that is important.”

A somewhat derisive smirk spread across the human’s face. “So we remain in ignorance from birth to death. If we do not know ourselves, then we cannot know how vulnerable our beliefs are. We cannot know how laughable our pursuits are or how worthless our sacrifices are. If you never take time to study the past, how can you be sure the future you seek is the one you desire?”

A flash of light flickered in the demon’s crimson eyes. “You can see everything?”

“No. I am an ordinary being, one of many. Chance and circumstance are to thank for reaching the heights I’ve risen. But the altitude does afford me a longer view.”

“What do you mean?”

“Like a man who sees a shadow cast over the world but does not know why it forms – for beyond it is a vast and inscrutable sky of darkness. And I was careless enough to catch a glimpse.”

Wolfblade’s words were as profound as they were enigmatic. Abaddon mulled over his meaning for a time in silence.

What did it matter? None of this was worth consideration. This one had always been strange, and his style of thought was never Abaddon’s proverbial cup of tea. The demon was merely interested in doing what he had to. So, he stopped waxing philosophical and changed the subject. “Are you becoming accustomed to your new vessel, ancient one?”

“It is adequate, though too weak. At present, my strength can only return to this piddling degree.”

“Heheh… but it is the most incredible power in the world. You are indeed the maddest fiend I’ve ever met. If word reaches Gehenna that you’re alive, it will definitely cause a stir among those fools.” Abaddon once more changed the subject. “Speaking of Gehenna, it appears they have begun to stir. There is one among the wastelanders with the Hellion Arm. It seems they’ve begun to court disciples, but I do not know for how long.”

A seldom-seen grim expression crossed Abaddon’s hideous face. If those cowards were stirring, then it meant this world’s troubles were just beginning.

But, he was certain the fiends of Gehenna were incapable of doing anything noteworthy. Abaddon had long abhorred their company and had never wanted to call himself one of their number. Now that the ancient one and his unfathomable mind were here, he had even less inclination to bother with them. He was not going back, and if they chose to get in his way, then the Caliph of the Sands was not disinclined to eliminating trouble in the wastelands.

“You should not underestimate Gehenna. There are several among their ranks who fought in the Great War and have survived to today. The scope of their vision is far beyond the ken of those who came after, like you. You are too impatient and do not understand the cost in blood and effort that must lay the foundation for a grand victory. The more eager one is for glorious success, the more likely that one is brought low.”

Abaddon took exception to the scolding, but before he could respond, something caught his attention, and he stopped. Plucking something from his dark clothing, he threw it towards Wolfblade. “Enough for now. Someone comes.”

His words hung in the air as the demon’s body melted away into dust and floated away on the wind.

Wolfblade snatched the item Abaddon had given him from the air.

“What are you still doing in here, milord Wolfblade?” A slightly raspy yet alluring female voice filled the library. A woman in a crisp researcher’s overcoat with goggles perched on her head walked in. Her long, silvery-grey hair and alluring figure never failed to stir the dark passions of the men she encountered. “Our honored guests from the wastelands have been kept waiting for some time. If you keep them in suspense for much longer, we might make them angry.”

The Dark Atom was the only organization in a hundred years that stood up against the full might of the Elysian army and survived. It stood to reason that many would come to seek entrance. They’d also earned curious glances from the hidden powers of the wastelands. Now was the time to come seeking audience for negotiations. After all, defeating Skycloud would require a collaborative effort.

Wolfblade descended from the stairs with slow, deliberate steps. Without a note of hurry and in an almost languid tone, he replied, “It’s fine. Now that they are here, they won’t deign to leave so easily. There is no sense in rushing. Let them wait.”

But the wastelanders waiting for an audience weren’t just anyone!

Hellflower’s rise through the Dark Atom was hard-won. As part of the leadership, she now took its future seriously. Skycloud wasn’t going to simply forget what happened in the Blisterpeaks, and repelling another attack like the last was by no means a given for the rebel organization. These potential allies were integral for Nucleus’s continuation.

How could Wolfblade not recognize the importance of this?

Hellflower had more words of advice to give, but they died in her throat. Truth be told, whether it was the wise Roste or the powerful and unpredictable Caliph of the Sands, Hellflower was not one to bow her head in reverence. Her master had always been knowledge. If there was anything in the world she respected, it was the pursuit of truth.

To her, staring at this casual-looking man with his book of poetry and strange demeanor was like trying to peer into a fog. She couldn’t guess who it was she stood before, but it wasn’t the same Wolfblade from before.

Wolfblade changed the subject. “I have been told that unruly youth you brought to me escaped the battle and saved a fair number of Elysian soldiers in the process. Many of our people look upon him unfavorably. He is certainly adept at causing headaches, isn’t he?”

Hellflower paused. “You knew? You aren’t going to punish him?”

The gall of the wastelander in saving those Elysians didn’t seem to bother Wolfblade much at all, which was uncharacteristic of what one would expect from the Dark Atom leader. Rather, he seemed to view it as the irritating actions of a naughty child who willfully released a host of ants.

“It is of no great concern.” Wolfblade even chuckled. “But you must understand that he cannot be allowed to become a lackey of the Elysians. Perhaps in the future, he may be one of us. I have prepared something for him – a method I have concocted that will both improve and restrain the Trespasser virus. Bring it to him.”

The item he referred to looked like a small metal box. It was finely crafted, and inside rested a very peculiar-looking syringe. The outside was metallic, which hid the contents from view.

The surprise this caused Hellflower was easy to imagine.

Cloudhawk’s condition was complicated, and Hellflower was still trying to puzzle out a solution. Trespasser had permeated deep into every part of him, so removing it was bound to leave Cloudhawk crippled or dead. Was this magical solution that Wolfblade was offering really an answer to his problem? When did he work it out? Hellflower didn’t know.

“What is this? How is it able to improve Trespasser? Where did you get it?”

Hellflower was bursting with questions, a trait that was not surprising in a woman who had spent her life looking for truth. After acquiring all the collected wisdom of Roste and Three-Eyed Spider, Hellflower was confident that there was no one else in the wastelands more knowledgeable than her. Yet, she was proven wrong when Wolfblade flippantly presented her with this syringe which purportedly was able to solve a problem whose answer eluded her.

How could this not surprise her?

Wolfblade shook his head as he replied. “It is a little unorthodox. This medicine will only benefit Cloudhawk. Used on any other, there would be no effect.”

Questions continued to bubble up from inside her. “What’s so different about Cloudhawk’s body?”

However, Wolfblade was already stepping out of the library. “That is a question you do not need to know the answer to.”

His infuriatingly cryptic responses made her feel strange. For good or for ill, she had spent some time with Cloudhawk. Even physically! Yet, apparently, her knowledge of him was far inferior to that of the man before her.

Obviously, he knew Cloudhawk very well. Why, then, did he insist on pretending like he didn’t?

She couldn’t hold it back any longer.

“What are you?”

Wolfblade stopped, turned his head slightly to the side, and for the briefest moment, something flashed across his one revealed eye, something she’d never seen before.

It wasn’t cold or cruel. It was more… majestic, completely foreign to the Wolfblade she’d once met. Hellflower felt her throat close up, and the prick of a thousand daggers pressing against her skin covered her from head to toe. She knew that if she made the slightest movement, her body would be torn to pieces.

“Do what you’re told and do not ask questions about things that don’t concern you.”

Hellflower felt an irresistible force claw into her mind, forcing her head down. “Y-yes,” she muttered obediently.

The change was instantaneous and gone just as fast. Only Hellflower knew. She didn’t know what the Dark Atom leader had become, but there was no question that he was very… very dangerous.


98 / Negotiations


Cloudhawk covertly stuck his head into the Dark Atom’s conference hall. The first thing he noticed was that these “honored guests” from the wastelands numbered only a handful. Most of them were totally unfamiliar to him.

The most recognizable group was the ones in crimson red robes. They were led by the barefoot man who was ascetic in bearing. The weapon he held was the standard that he carried in the recent battle. The flag was furled, its image hidden. However, the resonance from it was thick with baleful power. Just the sight of it filled Cloudhawk with an oppressive sensation.

That was the former second-in-command of the demon hunter military squad, the one they called Wyrmsole. He was a big name from the older generation of Skycloud leadership, stronger than a normal man could imagine. Even Frost had failed to gain the upper hand in a fight against him.

For the last several years, the Sanctum of Judgment had been active throughout the wastelands under the guise of spreading the will of their god. In reality, they had been busy establishing their own wastelands power. From the beginning, they had had no contact with the Dark Atom. Likely due to conflicting ideals, they had been loath to align themselves with the rebels. However, a series of unfortunate events had befallen them. Their leader, the Crimson One, was badly injured. Fishmonger’s Borough – which had been the source of their wealth – had fallen into the hands of Squall and the Highwaymen. They were also revealed to their enemies, and their difficulties were obvious to the rest of the wastelands. They had no choice but to court allies.

Besides them, there was another group that caught Cloudhawk’s attention.

They were uniquely equipped, different from wastelanders and Elysians alike. Of the three who led them, their highest authority was a young woman, cold and beautiful like an autumn breeze. Beside her was a man covered from head to toe in an imposing set of armor and a hideously scarred mountain of a man. All three sat in solemn silence, faces grim. A dozen or so burly men stood at their backs surrounded by an air of ruthlessness. These men were officers, discharged from the Elysian army after years of service. None were to be taken lightly.

Familiar faces. Looking at them, Cloudhawk couldn’t help but feel conflicted. Cloudhawk’s mind went back three years prior to something the scarred Instructor had said.

To some, Hell’s Army is a group of evil men and women. But, we don’t think of ourselves as evil because the truly evil will do anything to get whatever they want. Hell’s Army is willing to sacrifice anything. We are a necessary darkness. 

What happened in the years since Cloudhawk left? What were they forced to do that was so bad that they turned their backs entirely on Skycloud?

Perhaps it was the allure of the wastelands’ brutal inclusiveness. After being stationed in the filth for so long, it was only a matter of time before you put down roots. After spending so much time in blood and darkness, it eventually changed you. Changed you enough to take a road there was no coming back from.

Both of these groups had played a crucial role in the war for the Blisterpeaks. If the Sanctum of Judgment hadn’t shown up when they did, the Dark Atom would have been wiped out. If Hell’s Army hadn’t acted, Wolfblade would be dead, and he wouldn’t have had a chance to activate Nirvana.

As for the rest, there was all manner of eclectic groups as part of the meeting. At a glance, Cloudhawk counted another six or seven groups he didn’t recognize, each one different from the one before. Most seemed to be mutants with the one unifying factor being that they all looked ready to tear someone’s head off. Among them were two figures that captured Cloudhawk’s interest. From what he could gather, they represented the two strongest mutant factions because the others gave them a wide berth. Obviously, the others were afraid of their bosses.

One was covered in a black robe with the hood drawn, an impenetrable darkness hiding his face. It almost looked like there was nothing inside the cloak but shadow. He stood among the others, oozing a dangerous presence that was clear from across the room, almost like something could burst out of that cloak at any minute and devour everyone.

The other one was clad in robes as well, but those robes were green and didn’t have the same all-consuming quality as his companion. Half of his face was revealed, but it would have been better if that were not the case. This mutant was the most hideous, most savage-looking thing Cloudhawk had ever seen. His features were all twisted and misshapen, and a cloud of fetid stink hung over him at all times like that of a decaying corpse.

He’d never heard of anyone like these two. It seemed there was still a lot about the wastelands Cloudhawk didn’t know.

It was clear by looking at them that these men and women had grown impatient. Eventually, the long-awaited people they’d come to see emerged.

The first was dressed simply like a scholar, with an eyepatch slung across half his face. This was clearly Wolfblade, leader of the Dark Atom. Beside him was his silver-haired protector, the lead researcher second only to Wolfblade. Hellflower.

“Our humble Nucleus is happy to receive such illustrious visitors from far across the wastes. An honor, friends. An honor.” With an easy and welcoming facade, Wolfblade approached the gathered leaders. Smiling amicably, his eye searched the ground and eventually alighted on the robed mutants. “The renowned northern barrens… a place rife with battling clans, ancient ruins, and magnificent cities. There, four kings hold sway, recognized by the robes they wear: green, black, purple, and blood. Unless I am mistaken, we are graced with the presence of two of them: the green-robed King Toad and the black-robed King Canker.”

Cloudhawk continued to eavesdrop with rapt attention. Wastelander mutants, calling themselves Kings?

The one in black remained silence, so it fell to King Toad to speak. His ugly face twitched as sound rumbled forth from his fetid vocal cords. Several in the crowd visibly gagged. “An undeserved reputation. I would not presume to call myself king before the likes of Wolfblade. Simply call me Toad.”

Kingly though his words were, there was nothing inviting about the green-robed monstrosity. This corpse-like beast looked at Wolfblade like he might a distasteful insect.

“You are all very busy people. You’ve come a long way to attend this meeting, so I will not waste any more of your time.” Wolfblade made his way towards a large chair and took his seat. He sat back and rested his hands on the arms of the chair as though it were a throne. “I know why you’re here. We share a common enemy in Skycloud, and the Dark Atom will always be at the fore of future clashes. In our last exchange, tens of thousands of soldiers were slain, resulting in the worst Elysian loss of life in a century. No one expects them to let this stand. Sooner or later, they will respond, and when they do, it is not only the Dark Atom who will be in danger. The whole of the wastelands will feel Elysian ire.”

“That’s right.”

“Indeed.”

A spattering of concurring voices arose from the crowd. Chaos was on the horizon, and these groups had come to the Dark Atom to seek an accord.

Toad, Canker, Wyrmsole, and the giants of the valley did not react. They knew the words that were to come held the most importance.

“Generations of grievances have been tallied between the wastelands and Skycloud. Every other decade, the Elysians send their soldiers to eradicate as many of our people as they can catch. During these purges, numerous burgeoning groups are destroyed. Hundreds of thousands of lives are lost. Yet, our people are resilient, tenacious, and, like weeds, we sprout up stronger – burned but not razed, culled but not exterminated. The reaping came again, but this time, the Dark Atom stood strong before our enemies – and survived. I am sure you all understand the significance of this.”

“No single entity in the wastelands is strong enough to withstand the crushing tide that is Skycloud’s army. But, on the precipice we stand upon and within the chaos that entails, is an opportunity for our beleaguered people. We must seize this opportunity to join together and form an alliance of wastelander powers. Gather the disparate sands of the desert and form a mighty fortress. Only together are we strong enough to finally rid ourselves of our oppressors.”

Wolfblade's speech caused the blood of his agents to boil in anticipation. Finally, they were going to stand proud and fight the Elysians responsible for so much suffering!

The purpose of this meeting was to reach a consensus, so that one day, the Wastelands Alliance would rise together. Starting now, what was once a land of strife and division would join together under a single banner. But, the question remained. Who would lead this fledgling resistance? How would domains be assigned?

Wolfblade brazenly offered solutions. “Everyone here is aware of the Dark Atom’s long history. We are the front line in the fight against Skycloud. We are an organization of revolutionaries whose ideological tenacity is unmatched. In the war for the Blisterpeaks, we achieved a great victory, but it came at an equally great cost. Due to our record of service, our experience, our accomplishments, and our sacrifices, it is clear that there is no better organization to lead the Wastelands Alliance than the Dark Atom.”

Whispers circulated among the other representatives. The moderate and smaller sized groups came here for this reason and did not balk at the offer. However, Canker and Wyrmsole did not rush to acquiesce.

“Were the Dark Atom purely a rebel organization, then the Sanctum of Judgment would have no qualms as to its leadership. Yet, as far as we have seen, your organization works in concert with demons. During the battle, we saw you gain support from the Caliph of the Sands, the fiend long active in the southern wastes. Who can know what the Dark Atom’s aims truly are, when they are in league with demons? We do not accept your claim for leadership.”

Wyrmsole had risen from his chair, facing Wolfblade with a stoic expression. He did not shy away from confrontation.

Wolfblade’s one good eye narrowed to a sliver but just for an instant. He shifted to a more comfortable position and answered with a string of apathetic retorts. “Are you putting forth the Sanctum as an alternative? The Crimson One certainly has the strength to lead, but does he have the influence? What’s more, let’s not pretend the question of who backs him is a simple one. Can you claim to know his true motives? I might also point out that the Crimson Church has thus far failed to produce meaningful results. It leads one to question whether the Sanctum of Judgment wasn’t planted in the wastelands by Skycloud to act as false friends.”

It was a potent argument. After its victory against Skycloud, the Dark Atom was a shining beacon of the wastelands. What other group could claim to be half as effective as they have been?

The Crimson One’s identity was no longer a secret. By now, everyone in power knew that he was once the commander of the demon hunter regiment. Yet, no matter how illustrious his own reputation, the cult’s reputation was hinged on a single man. With the loss of Fishmonger’s Borough, they were on especially precarious ground. Thus, any way you looked at it, the Dark Atom was a superior choice.

“The Crimson One is the only man with the qualifications to lead. He is welcoming of all people and does not cavort with demons – unlike your kind.”

Both Canker and Toad were hesitating to voice their support or opposition. Eventually, the green-robed mutant looked towards Wolfblade. “What do you say to this, Master Wolfblade?”

“His Excellency Abaddon has worked with us for a long time. Through him, the Dark Atom has benefited greatly.” He made no effort to conceal their relationship with the demon. “But, our accord is mutually beneficial, and I do not feel merely capitalizing on a demon’s offer of help makes us lackeys. On the contrary, the strength we’ve gained with the help of the Caliph has given us hope in our battle against Skycloud.”

Wyrmsole shook his head. “In the ancient days, it was the demons who brought this world to ruin. Humanity’s cataclysm came at their hands. This is indisputable. There has never been anything good or righteous about them. We must ensure that the destiny of the human race belongs to humans and not demonkind!” The brutality gathering in Wolfblade’s eyes was not lost on the spartan priest. “We cannot accept the will of demons as any part of the Wastelands Alliance. If the Dark Atom is serious about its desire to head this consortium, they must slay the Caliph of the Sands in full view of all or be known for the puppets that they are.”

“Abaddon has been kind to our city. Master Wyrmsole goes too far...”

“I will say it again: Humanity’s destiny can only be under human control. Be they gods or demons, neither can be trusted to work in the best interest of the people. If they are, we will simply be trading a realm of gods for an empire of demons. What cost will humanity be asked to pay?” Wyrmsole’s voice rang through the hall, as weighty as iron and thick with gravitas. “The Sanctum of Judgment will declare right now that so long as the Dark Atom continues to refuse to shed the yoke of demonic influence, we will never support its bid for leadership. Anyone who chooses to follow them will be seen as enemies of our Church and will invite Castigation fire down upon their heads!”

Cloudhawk was speechless. The only reason this man was here was to publicly voice the Sanctum’s defiance!

Who didn’t fear the vengeance of a master demon hunter? The Sanctum’s refusal weighed heavily on the minor powers that had come to seek shelter under the Dark Atom’s wings.

Of course, the Dark Atom’s leadership was visibly indignant.

Was this hypocrite blind? Or was he simply refusing to acknowledge everything the Dark Atom had accomplished through the years?

Wolfblade raised his hand, stopping his compatriot’s ire before it began. His own features remained impassive. “The old books say ‘do not make plans with those who walk a different path.’ [1] If Master Wyrmsole is insistent in his principles, then I can only express regret in our inability to work together.”

“Our presence in the Blisterpeaks was a transaction. Now that our business is done, we will be taking our leave.” He turned to the others. “The rest of you wait. Soon, the Sanctum of Judgment will offer proof of our capabilities. You have seen the limits of what the Dark Atom can achieve. Do not doubt that the Crimson One is the only person suited to leadership. No one has more determination and faith in our purpose. He and he alone is the true savior of our world!”

The remaining missionaries stood and exited the chamber. Their position was clear; they would not be supporting the Dark Atom.

The Sanctum of Judgment was an important player in the wastelands. Without their support, the Wastelands Alliance suffered a major setback even before it came to be. Wyrmsole’s threat still hung in the air, making the atmosphere uncomfortable.

“Some have hunted demons for too long. It is inevitable that there would be some resistance to change. What they do not understand is that there is no such thing in this world as eternal enemies.” Wolfblade’s eye turned to the giants of the valley. “Is this not so?”

Natessa did not appear the least bit interested in their conflicts. “Hell’s Army only seeks independence and freedom from Elysian influence. We have no foundation in the wastelands and thus have no interest in your political strife. Whoever among you is shown to be more capable of leading and whoever we find to act more in our interests is the one we will support.”

Quite the display.

Natessa Windham truly knew how to walk the middle path. What’s more, she made it perfectly clear; her loyalty could be bought. Hell’s Army was a powerful group of soldiers. If you wanted their support, then you needed to pay the price.

Toad and Canker had now seen the situation clearly. With such obvious divisions and no steady support, neither was eager to pledge himself to the Dark Atom. As it all fell apart, the various smaller groups muttered noncommittally. They each had their own plans.

Cloudhawk saw the whole thing, and he couldn’t help but smirk furtively to himself. These wastelanders all had their own axes to grind and too many differences to overcome for the sake of cooperation. It seemed as though there was still a long way to go before they would have their alliance. But if things continued like this, the wastelands were going to suffer when Skycloud came for revenge. [2]

1. This is referencing a line from the Analects of Confucius, specifically chapter 15, section 40: “The Master said, ‘do not make plans with others whose dao is different from yours.’” Dao is a term that translates directly to “way” but is more metaphorical. It describes the way one lives their life, including morality and ideals.

2. I love writing chapters like this so much more than fight scenes. The intrigue was real. Arguments were cogent, unexpected, and involved. More importantly, it failed – or at least seemed to. Whatever Wolfblade has become, he miscalculated and got slapped down for it. Consequences are inevitable, and now, we have a chance to mull over how the wastelands are going to get out the shit it’s neck-deep in.


99 / Great Progression


Cloudhawk thought he was going to bear witness to an incredible historic event. In the end, the negotiations failed.

He didn’t know whether to feel disappointed or relieved.

On the one hand, if the powers of the wastelands did gather into a loose association of groups, even as just a prototype, it would be a great improvement to the stability of society in the area. However, it would also mean death and turmoil; the birth of a Wastelands Alliance would mean war.

A thousand years in the past, after the Great War and before the gods left for their heavenly palaces, they created lands of plenty where their loyal servants would live. These utopian lands were rich with resources, power, and tools to make life better. From the moment of their construction, the Elysian lands and the wastelands were at odds. Elysians were pious and loathed the godless heathens of the wastes. Meanwhile, wastelanders despised the cruel methods of these zealots and were jealous of all they had been given.

For a thousand years, these differences had only become more irreconcilable. Furthermore, the battles that raged had never been on equal footing. Elysian forces had always crushed wastelanders under their thumb by virtue of their godly inheritance.

Yet, Wolfblade was right. Wastelanders were like weeds. Whether cut down by fire or by blade, it didn’t matter. They rose again, stronger and more resilient than ever from the cracks and the dirt and stones, emerging from places no one in their right mind would live. Tenacity was in their blood, and they survived no matter how many times the Elysians came to destroy them.

Today, organizations like the Dark Atom were born from the blasted sands. Perhaps in the future, more groups like it would emerge and cooperate. Then, even though they would still be at a disadvantage compared to the Elysians, they, at least, would be able to stand their ground.

A war like that would not be short-lived.

The world would be plunged into a sea of blood. Cloudhawk didn’t know who would win. For every brilliant point of light on Sumeru, the mountain of the gods, there was a shadow in the demonic abyss of Gehenna lying in wait. Who could say if the turmoil wouldn’t draw these beings back into the world of men? And if they did, it wouldn’t matter how many were gathered under any single banner. By then, it didn’t matter what side you were on, for destruction was promised any way you looked at it.

Fuck it.

Cloudhawk was a small lizard in a big, wide desert. Problems like this were way beyond him.

The physical condition that had given him so much trouble had been greatly eased after just one injection from Hellflower.

“The Trespasser virus has been stabilized and continues to be assimilated by your body. It’s still multiplying, but at this point, the advantages will outweigh the disadvantages. You don’t need to worry about it having an effect on your brain.”

Cloudhawk answered her with a skeptical stare, “That easy, eh?”

Hellflower was equally puzzled. Although she hadn’t had time to do more in-depth tests, it was obvious that Wolfblade’s medicine had had the intended effect. Trespasser now lay mostly dormant in Cloudhawk’s body like orderly soldiers. It still reproduced, but the virus no longer attacked his organs or mutated tissues.

She really didn’t have an answer for him.

Prior to injecting Cloudhawk with it, Hellflower had given in to her curiosity and did some tests on the substance. What she found was that it contained a fair amount of blood, which didn’t make any sense. How could blood have such magical properties? It went far beyond Hellflower’s capabilities as a scientist.

Her hope was to be a comprehensive scientific mind, but was it even possible to know everything about such a vast and inscrutable subject? The search for truth was always limited by the span of one’s lifetime. The only way to explore the infinite mysteries of the universe was to walk its twisting paths for all eternity.

This wasn’t the first time she encountered something that stumped her. What sort of scientist would she be if she wasn’t often confronted with the unknown? It was the fact that she didn’t know everything that made life worth living.

“Test it and see for yourself.” She shoved him into a training hall and faced him off against her metallic protector. “My guardian isn’t just a top-grade robot. It’s also a priceless utility. Go on and test your strength against it. Don’t be afraid. Do your worst. You can’t break him.”

The silver guardian stood there like a statue.

Inwardly, Cloudhawk noted that he hadn’t had an opportunity to test himself since his latest breakthrough. If she was offering, he wasn’t going to refuse.

Cloudhawk gripped the exorcist rod and poured his energy into it. A tempestuous roar sprang up around him! The long stick burst into fire, consumed by angry red light. The intense heat caused unsettling warps in the air around him.

He attacked.

The golem stood steadfast in the center of the attack while winds whipped all around. The rod struck with so much force that the golem was launched backwards like a bullet and slammed into the distant wall. The alloy metal construction caved from the impact, leaving a man-shaped imprint.

Hellflower gaped at him with her big beautiful eyes. “How…?”

She didn’t know anything about what had happened to Cloudhawk over the last several years, but she had watched him fight Raven. He was strong but not like this. If he were, then Raven wouldn’t have nearly killed him. And yet, inexplicably, in a matter of days, Cloudhawk seemed to have reached a whole new level of ability.

If Raven and Cloudhawk were to have a rematch today, she wouldn’t be able to predict who would win.

Cloudhawk stared at the golem, but instead of surprise, he looked disappointed. “Tell him to get back here, I want to try again.”

The metal warrior was a sturdy construct. Although electric attacks could temporarily disable it, normal blows had little to no effect. Even veteran demon hunters would be hard-pressed to leave a scratch. While Cloudhawk’s strike looked vicious, to the golem, it was nothing.

Hellflower fixed her young friend with a curious gaze. “What other tricks do you have up your sleeves?”

“Heh, watch closely, lady. I’ll show you something I just recently learned myself. I haven’t had a chance to put it to good use yet.”

Cloudhawk turned back to the golem. He started to breathe in deep, long breaths. Again… again… again… By the third breath, Hellflower’s goggles began to tremble. Like all Dark Atom equipment, they weren’t merely goggles. They were constructed with sensitive detection equipment that was capable of reading Cloudhawk’s quickly rising body temperature.

What the goggles were telling her couldn’t be right. The speed at which his temperature was rising was totally unnatural. By the time it started to slow, it should have been unbearable for a normal human.

His skin slowly grew red, and steam wafted off of him. His eyes were bulging and bloodshot, and every muscle in his body became taut at once. His heart rate increased. Blood surged through his veins. His metabolism burned through any energy it could find within him. Seeing this, Hellflower knew that it was a technique of Cloudhawk’s own creation – an ability that let him rapidly increase his strength. All at once, the energy in his cells revved up like a motor, turning him into a powerful force.

This sort of power was the subject of much of Hellflower’s recent research. For ordinary people, the power in their bodies came from the contraction of muscles and tendons. It was the simplest form of force.

Martial artists, after reaching a certain level of training, learned to master a special sort of strength.

It was deeper than just the muscles, reaching into one’s total potential and drawing on the power residing in every cell. That was what they called true power, what martial artists drew on to perform superhuman feats of strength and protect themselves from harm.

At present, Cloudhawk’s body was filled to the brim with this power. Skycloud had many martial warriors, and they cultivated this inner strength through long years of imbibing special medicines and tinctures. These medicines changed them physically, strengthening their muscles, and training them from the inside. As for the base nature of this true power, Hellflower still hadn’t figured it out. She was lacking in data and test subjects. In a way, the war for the Blisterpeaks had provided her with a unique opportunity, for the lands around Nucleus were now littered with corpses for her to dissect and study. Hellflower was convinced that they were the secret to her next breakthrough.

During his time in Hell’s Valley, Cloudhawk had learned how to harness this inner strength. However, he wasn’t satisfied, not yet. Drawing on this extreme method, he summoned more and more of that potential. Were a normal man to attempt this, he would quickly consume his own life force and cripple himself.

But Cloudhawk’s condition was different. He didn’t seem to be affected at all.

He’d always had a berserker strain, which revealed itself as early as his days in Blackflag Outpost. It was different from the insanity of Mad Dog because this transformation markedly increased Cloudhawk’s strength and speed. Especially after fighting his way from Squall after the battle with the Crimson One, this latent wildness had grown to these new and frightening levels.

The exorcist rod burst into flame once more, and Cloudhawk belted out a guttural roar!

The ground seemed to shake from it. Cracks appeared in the glass of nearby windows.

He started to move, taking only a few steps before a burst of wind revealed he’d broken the sound barrier. Releasing every bit of explosive power inside, he heaved the rod, smashing it into the golem’s body. This time, Hellflower didn’t see what happened to her protector.

This time, a hole was blasted into the metal wall!

Cloudhawk’s exorcist rod was broken, and because he still couldn’t fully control his own speed, he also went careening into the wall. The collision nearly smashed him to pieces. He reeled back, clutching his broken nose and resetting it with a crunch. A small injury like this was nothing to his regenerative abilities. “Whadda ya think?”

The golem twitched and jerked. When it rose back onto its feet, the once smooth chest plating had a clear dent. Luckily for the robot, some sort of living metal had been used in its construction. It would repair itself over time, so long as it wasn’t totally destroyed. Even as Cloudhawk watched, the guardian’s concave chest popped back into shape.

Hellflower stared at him as though he were some sort of monster.

There was a price to pay for Cloudhawk, of course. His whole body hurt after that collision, and once the rage passed, he felt totally drained. The blow from the rod was easily three to four times stronger than normal but was also at least ten times more exhausting. He happily noted, however, that he had broken the sound barrier. That was even faster than Drake.

The lieutenant-general of the border army was a tried and true martial artist. He’d been training since he was a child. Cloudhawk was a demon hunter who only started picking up martial techniques a few years ago.

Like Selene who started training at the age of eight and was a high-ranked demon hunter by the age of ten, some people were just built for certain things. That was the nature of talent.

“Only a freak like you could do a freakish thing like that. The side effects aren’t likely to shorten your life expectancy, but using it will definitely tire you out. If you allow it to go on for too long, you could do serious damage to yourself. You might be able to wreak havoc, but it will come at the cost of your own health as well. This is why, even against strong enemies, you should only call on your potential as a last resort.” Hellflower gave him a cursory once-over before sighing helplessly. “You are as hard to read as ever.”

Cloudhawk chortled. In reality, he had more that he had yet to reveal.

With the power locked inside the phase stone, he could increase his abilities even further. If he combined his own strength with the power of the stone, he might even be able to stand toe-to-toe with someone like Frost!

Cloudhawk was pleased with himself and where he was at. Now that the problem with Trespasser was handled, he decided to head back to Skycloud as soon as possible. Every day he stayed away, the easier it was to invite trouble. Augustus Cloude had his eye on him now. But before he left, there were still some things he needed to figure out.

“So, it looks like the Wastelands Alliance isn’t going to be a thing, huh?”

“The Sanctum of Judgment and the Dark Atom are at odds. It doesn’t appear that Wolfblade has a way to change their opinion for the time being.”

Cloudhawk felt a tightness in his chest. “That only raises more questions. If the Sanctum dislikes the Dark Atom so much, then why did they come to help against the Elysians?”

“There are many implications there. For one, the two organizations have an agreement. I recall that Nucleus used to have an old atomic bomb buried somewhere, but after the battle, it seems to have gone missing. That weapon was the treasure of this city, so I suspect it was used as a bargaining chip. Maybe that was the reason the Crimson Church got involved.”

“What did you say? An atomic bomb!?”

Cloudhawk’s face darkened. He’d almost forgotten all about Adder’s “prime evil” weapon.

Shit, Adder really got away with it? If that’s the case, what is he preparing? Where will he use it? What’s his plan? Cloudhawk felt himself break out in a clammy sweat. He couldn’t let this drag on anymore. He had to get back as fast as possible!


100 / An Abyss Behind, Darkness Ahead


The war for the Blisterpeaks sent a shockwave through the wastelands.

Word spread that the Dark Atom’s secret base had been discovered in the inhospitable mountain range. It was confirmed that there was such a person as Wolfblade, the long-rumored leader of the organization. People also learned that the Elysian army suffered terribly in the battle.

Two generals, a dozen or so lesser commanders, several dozen airships, and tens of thousands of regular troops had been destroyed.

The numbers spoke to the viciousness and brutality of the war. For some, perhaps the numbers didn’t mean much, but just walking through the borderlands, one could feel the suffocating atmosphere. Like the calm before a storm, everyone could sense it.

Elysian warships could be seen hovering over the border outposts. Like stars in the sky, they dotted the horizon, and more arrived every day. It was among the largest gathering of forces in Skycloud’s history, an unprecedented gathering of soldiers preparing to exact vengeance.

They would make sure that this time, no one would escape by sheer luck.

War had yet to break out in full, but the borderlands were already caught up in it.

Before this conflict, Sandbar Station had been a focus for Skycloud. Under the Magistrate’s guidance, chaos had been slowly becoming order. But overnight, that guard force, which had been stationed in the outpost for years, was withdrawn. In their place was a larger and more sophisticated regular fighting force.

Sandbar Station was under complete control now, and searches had become commonplace. Any suspicious person above six years old – be they escaped Elysians or wastelander refugees – was detained and questioned.

It was obvious. They would rather kill three thousand innocents than let a single guilty soul go free.

One after another, bloody heads sprouted up at the outpost gates until they made a small mountain. Only two days since the arrests started, and already, it was difficult to count how many had been beheaded.

Luciasha had no connection to Skycloud or proof of identity, so she should have been one of those heads staring sightlessly into the distance. However, when the brutal men came to take her away, Adder’s men intervened. They stopped the soldiers from taking her and then showed them a token. These hardened killers became reverent and as meek as sheep when they saw what it was. They never troubled Adder’s establishment or employees after that.

It was the token of a veteran demon hunter that won him peace. 

They were symbols of prestige and privilege, impossible to duplicate. When the intended bearer died, the symbols etched on its surface disappeared. Luciasha had seen something like it in Cloudhawk’s possession once, so she knew how special and precious they were.

Why did Adder have one? Did he have friends in Skycloud? Luciasha thought about her foster father and couldn’t help but worry.

He’d left in a hurry some time back and still hadn’t returned. With so much turmoil in the wastelands, she couldn’t know if he was safe. She worried about the men she considered brothers: Cloudhawk and Squall. She wished desperately that they could all be together, safe, but they all had their own business to deal with.

Why was life so hard for everyone? Couldn’t this world be kinder? Sometimes, Luciasha was angry and ashamed of her own uselessness. She didn’t have any abilities to speak of, no skills to help her family.

Today, the bar was quiet. There were no patrons, and in the dim lamplight, it made the place seem even lonelier. Luciasha padded towards the door and gingerly pushed it open. She peeked out to try and see what was happening outside.

Sandar Station was deathly silent. All she saw was a group of rail-thin children foraging through the rubbish for something to eat. Their parents had been gathered up in the purge, and most of them were never coming back.

These poor children…

She looked at the malnourished kids, one after another.

The softest part of her heart ached for them. She saw herself in their plight, the way she used to be. Starving, their parents stolen from them, without shelter… how were they expected to survive? Luciasha was lucky. She knew that without a doubt. Her good fortune inspired her to do whatever she could to help.

She gathered the children into the bar. She gave them bread and water to ease their aching bellies. 

Luciasha wasn’t going to steal from the bar, of course. She purchased the food with what little money she’d accumulated working here for the last three years. Before now, she didn’t know what to spend it on, and now, there was a proper use for it. 

“You’re a good lady, big sister.”

Luciasha brought her attention to a little girl who was different from the others. She was six years old, give or take. Her eyes were big, clear, and a beautiful shade of azure blue. But, she was so skinny that her bones were clear through her skin. One hand was draped over her slightly protruding stomach, and her face was pale from the pain. Her lips were cracked and dry. It was obvious that she was suffering, and she hardly even had enough strength to walk.

It was her eyes that made the girl stand out. There was something in them that was different from the others. She saw a rare intelligence for a wastelander, the sort you only saw once in a long while. The only other person Luciasha knew with eyes like this girl’s was Cloudhawk.

“What’s your name?”

“I’m called Azura.” The little girl saw Luciasha stretch out her hand to offer a loaf of bread, but she nibbled her lip and shook her head. “I don’t want bread. I don’t want water either. Can I have some chalk?”

“Why do you want chalk?”

Azura didn’t answer. She just looked pleadingly at Luciasha with her big pretty eyes. It was a tiny but desperate wish. Luciasha couldn’t turn the poor thing down. Of course, she also insisted on giving the child the bread and water as well.

Luciasha watched Azura totter away while swaying like a withered stalk of grass in the wind. She stumbled on, her face thin and drained of vitality, her small dirty hands… Luciasha felt a bitter flavor fill her mouth, and her eyes quickly misted up.

Why did these pure young souls have to suffer so terribly? She could help this small group, but how many homeless children were dying out in the wastelands?

The children didn’t squabble or make any ruckus. With what they’d gone through, they’d been forced to grow up much faster than the spoiled ones who still had a roof and parents of their own. They understood that making being loud and rowdy would bring them more trouble. If they didn’t behave, they might be beaten, even killed. They knew playing cost energy, and without food, they needed all their energy to not starve.

With bellies full of bread and water, they settled on the icy-cold floor to sleep.

Luciasha was afraid they would get ill, so she summoned one of the men Adder left behind and had him bring some clothes and linens. She went to the orphans one by one and made sure they were warm. Anyway, no one was coming to stay at their inn, so she prepared the rooms so that the children could have somewhere soft to sleep, at least for a little while.

As she was preparing, she caught a glimpse of Azura once again. 

She was lying in a corner, as white as a sheet with vomit caked at the corners of her mouth. Whatever illness gripped her was making her delirious. It was much worse than Luciasha thought. Right now, the only thing keeping that little girl alive was persistence. But not for long – she was at the cusp of death.

It was the picture on the ground that kept Luciasha spellbound.

Azura had used her chalk to draw two figures, simple but vivid. One of them was a man with a beard, and the other was a woman with long hair. Their arms were open and outstretched, ready for a hug. All around them were grass and flowers.

Just a few strokes, but the image was warm, sweet, and full of beauty. Luciasha shuddered at the bittersweet emotions that ran through her.

The little girl still clung tightly to the half-worn piece of chalk. Where she was curled up, it looked like the man and woman had their arms around her.

“Mommy… Daddy...”

Azura’s pained face turned serene, and a flush came to her cheeks. It was the last, fading radiance of a setting sun. [1]

Peace overcame the child as, in her feverish dreams, she was once again with her family. As the life faded from her, in her own mind, she was in the warm and loving embrace of her mother and father, happy with the ones that she loved.

Hot tears began to stream down Luciasha’s cheeks. She hurried to the girl’s side in a thoughtless dash and gathered her up in her arms. 

She had to save her. Somehow, at any cost, Luciasha had to stop this beautiful little girl from dying!

The Sandbar’s modest hospital had been empty for a while now. Azura’s illness was critical. Where was she supposed to go to get help?

Luciasha didn’t know where to turn or who to call. All she could do was clutch the small child to herself and rock back and forth as tears dripped down her face. Was this all she could do? Watch helplessly as this poor baby faded away?

Too cruel! Unbearably cruel!

Luciasha desperately wished she could give her life instead.

She hardly noticed when the door opened, and a figure entered from outside. When she finally lifted her tear-streaked face, surprise overtook her. “What… what are you doing here?”

The young man’s hair hung loosely at his shoulders, and he was partially concealed beneath a worn brown cloak. His left arm was wrapped in bandages. When he saw the girl, he stooped low to get a better read of her condition. Reaching into his clothes, the bar’s latest visitor produced a syringe – some sort of wastelander medicine. He put the needle to the girl’s arm and pushed the fluid into her bloodstream.

Whatever was in it had a quick and beneficial effect. Azura’s ragged breaths settled after only a few moments.

Luciasha was elated. A miracle… this was a miracle.

Throughout the process, Squall’s face was solemn. He looked exhausted. “I’d like a glass of alcohol,” he said in a raspy voice.

He made his way to the long, empty bar. He made a lonely picture as he poured himself one drink after another. Annoyance, hatred, exhaustion, pain – he tried to swallow them all down with each gulp of the wine. He hoped that eventually, the alcohol would quiet them down.

“The little girl seems stable. Thank you so much.”

Squall simply nodded but said nothing.

Luciasha was truly thankful from the bottom of her heart. If Squall hadn’t have shown up when he did, Azura wouldn’t have lasted the day. But when she saw Squall’s face, she knew he wasn’t faring well either. Her soft voice intruded once again. “Squall… what’s troubling you?”

“It’s not a big deal.” He raised his bandaged arm. “I found the animal that killed Old Thistle, but I couldn’t kill him. But it doesn’t matter. I’ll get him eventually.”

When he said it, the words seemed to draw all the power from him. He slumped in his chair.

Most of Squall’s story Luciasha was familiar with. She remembered that he wasn’t an Elysian – and in fact, as far as she could remember, he was a wanted man in Skycloud. With the Sandbar under brutal military control, it was a dangerous time for him to be walking around.

“Old Thistle was a kind man. If he is somewhere in the afterlife looking down, he wouldn’t want you to turn into something he didn’t approve of on his behalf. You should turn back from this path before it’s too late.”

Luciasha meant it, a truly held belief. She didn’t want to see Squall lose himself to revenge.

He tightened his left fist, causing the glass he held to shatter into pieces. “Turn back? I will never turn back! You don’t understand. There is no going back! Behind me, there’s nothing, a chasm so deep you’ll never find the bottom. In front, there’s only a dark mist. Swallowed by the chasm or lost in the mist… these are my choices. One is my destiny. A person can’t change his fate.”

“I don’t believe it. If you decide to turn away from this, there isn’t anything in this world that can stop you! I know it’s hard, but maybe Cloudhawk or my foster father can help. Just… just don’t talk like this, alright?” Luciasha didn’t want to lose anyone. Emotion had crept into her voice and was causing it to quaver. “Please stop tormenting yourself.”

Squall looked at this kind, simple girl. There was a warmth in his eyes when he gazed on her, and something more. When did it start? Probably the moment he saw her. He always felt deeply for this genuinely good soul. It was just a shame that his life was fated to be spent in darkness.

“Alright, stop crying now.” Squall wiped the tears from her face. Shaking his head, he changed the subject as they both looked back at the sick child. “I have a dream, you know. When the dust is settled and everything’s over, I’d like to open an orphanage. A place where children like them, victims of this awful world, can come. I’ll help them grow, become good people, just like Old Thistle tried to do.”

Luciasha’s eyes brightened. “Can I help?”

“Of course.”

“Then, it’s settled! I’ll wait for you.”

Squall smiled, a real smile that was rare for him these days. He only ever let his guard down when he was around Luciasha because she was the only one it wasn’t necessary to protect himself from. 

“I’m just passing through. Things are complicated right now. I can’t stay long.” Squall polished off what was left of the wine bottle and then fished out a few coins from his pocket. He placed them on the bar. “Keep the change. Call it a donation. I have no time for now, so I leave it to you to continue our cause.”

Luciasha did not refuse. She thought it was a great idea.

The world was crazy and getting worse. The number of homeless children would only grow as the conflicts continued. This was an opportunity for her to use her own humble life to better someone else’s.

Just like how Old Thistle took Squall in. Like how Coppertooth raised and protected her. Everything was a circle, and at last, it seemed to her like that she found what she was supposed to be doing.

Night fell outside of Adder’s pub. Darkness. Silence.

A figure emerged from the shadows. He had a tangle of black hair and wore a tattered grey cloak around his shoulders. His sharp eyes shone brighter than the stars in the sky. He’d been there for a while and heard everything that Squall and Luciasha had said.

Squall looked at Cloudhawk.

Cloudhawk looked back at Squall.

They brushed past each other without a word of greeting.

“Asha’s a good girl,” Cloudhawk suddenly spoke up. “Cherish her.”

Squall’s gait never slowed. He threw his response over one shoulder. “I don’t deserve her.”

“The fuck are you muttering about? Stop whatever it is you’re up to. It’s that simple. I’ll help you! You want to kill that piece of shit Augustus? Say the word. We’ll slip into Skycloud tomorrow and cut his fuckin’ throat.”

“Don’t be stupid. It isn’t that simple. You can’t help me by yourself.”

“Enough is enough, Squall. You’ve screwed with me several times already. I can laugh that shit off, but you listen to me right now. If you do anything to hurt Asha, I swear to you. I’ll hunt you to the ends of the fuckin’ earth, and I will kill you.”

Squall’s form had already disappeared into the darkness. He had no interest in trading words with Cloudhawk.

Anger roiled in Cloudhawk’s heart. He wanted to beat that asshole into the dirt and force him to say what the fuck he was doing. But, he hesitated. In the end, he decided it wasn’t worth it.

1. This is a real medical phenomenon in which people with serious illnesses have a fleeting period of normality just before they die. In Chinese medicine, they say at that moment, the depleted Yang energy finally separates from the Yin, and during the time when it rises to leave the body, there is a moment when everything is clear. The body uses the very last vestiges of its energy and holds nothing back until it is exhausted, and death comes. It’s both cruel and beautiful – awful for the false hope it gives loved ones but a wonderful gift from the body to grant clarity and peace in one’s final moments.


101 / Azura's Inspiration


Cloudhawk had returned to Sandbar Station for two reasons. First, he wanted to see if Gabriel was back.

When he returned to his store, he discovered it had almost been closed by the new, stringent rulers of the city. Luckily, he returned when he did. Otherwise, they would have seen nothing but a load of contraband. The poor shop assistants running it would have been wrongly executed.

Gabriel, Barb, and Vulkan were still gone. Cloudhawk didn’t know whether it was because the valley was farther than he had anticipated or because they ran into some sort of trouble. He supposed it was also possible that they were living it up in comfort and weren’t in any hurry to get back. Selene’s whereabouts was also a mystery. His return to look for help turned up empty.

Second, he needed to find a clue regarding Adder’s whereabouts from his bar.

This guy’s scheme to steal the Dark Atom’s atom bomb had really pissed him off. He still didn’t know a hundred percent where that snake-fuck was going to use the thing. He had the power to level a whole city, erase hundreds of thousands of lives in an instant. It was terrible, evil power in the hands of an untrustworthy man. It had to be destroyed.

Cloudhawk could only imagine what sort of calamity would unfold if he let Adder keep the weapon.

He couldn’t just stand by and let countless innocent souls be annihilated, nor could he let Adder’s insanity put the people he cared about, like Asha, in danger. It was a problem that suddenly very much became his business.

“You’re looking for Dad? He left several days ago and hasn’t come back yet. I don’t know where he’s gone either!”

Adder wasn’t at the bar. That was hardly a surprise. With the weapon in hand, it wasn’t like he would bring it here, where it could be easily discovered. But although the man himself wasn’t here, it afforded Cloudhawk a chance to poke around. If he was lucky, there might be a few valuable clues lying around that’d tell him where the asshole was hiding.

Luciasha, in her simple honesty, didn’t think too much of it. 

By now, the young girl, Azura, had come to.

Squall’s medicine had been very helpful. Azura was in much better shape now. She blinked her big crystal-blue eyes. “I’m not dead?”

“Silly child, you’re still young with many long days ahead. Don’t even think about dying.” Luciasha gave her a gentle hug before introducing her to Cloudhawk. “A girl like this is rare. I don’t think I’m strong enough to protect her myself. Do you think you can help?”

The poor child was beautiful, but life had dealt her a cruel hand. Her hands were covered in small wounds, and thirst had caused her lips to crack painfully. Only her two big, beautiful eyes maintained their youthful vitality.

Cloudhawk spared a glance for the drawing she’d scratched into the floor.

He looked past the simple lines at the beautiful life it represented, at the life the little girl hoped to regain. She had clung to the best part of her short life at the moment when she thought she might lose it. In many ways, she was like Cloudhawk when he was little. Who knows what she might accomplish if she were allowed to grow up?

Cloudhawk hunched down and fished some medicine from his clothing. It was one of the bundles of cultivating herbs from the Sanctuary intended to foster and increase one’s inner potential. “Azura. That’s a pretty name. Since Luciasha asked, I thought I’d give you something. It’s simple, but with practice, you’re going to get stronger and stronger. You’ll never get sick like this again.”

Cloudhawk taught her the basic motions of the demon hunter training regimen. It was a quick thing, provided on a whim. How much Azura retained would be up to her.

Much to his surprise, the small girl picked it up quickly. She got the basics after one go, a fact that surprised Cloudhawk. Judging by this alone, it was obvious to him that she was no average little girl. She was brilliant, but she’d had the misfortune of being born a wastelander. Otherwise, with a good teacher, she would be a great success in less than a decade.

Luciasha clapped happily nearby. She spoke excitedly with the girl. “Cloudhawk is such a wonderful man, don’t you think? This is the first time I’ve seen him teach anybody what he knows. You should call him teacher.”

Even at just six years old, the little girl was clever. She solemnly bowed before Cloudhawk. “Thank you, teacher!”

“Alright, alright, none of that. Shit.” Cloudhawk waved his hands before him defensively. “I don’t have the right to call anyone my student, so don’t you go calling me teacher. It sounds weird.”

“I don’t have a mommy or daddy anymore. I don’t have anywhere to go.” Yearning sprang up in Azura’s crystalline eyes. Her little heart was sensitive enough to know that this was her chance to change her fate, maybe her only chance. She bowed again, pressing her head to the floor. “I want to be as great as you, teacher.”

Cloudhawk found the scene to be both funny and infuriating.

The kid showed real talent and intelligence, rare talents. But what right did Cloudhawk have to be a teacher? Azura had an instant trust in and dependence on him, probably because there was so much about them that was similar. It was easy and immediate for them to take a shine to one another. Somewhere, a thread of fate had drawn them together.

“Why do you want to get strong?” Cloudhawk asked.

Tears started to well up in the girl’s eyes. Was she thinking about her dead parents?

“Because there are a lot of people in the world who need help!” Her tiny hands balled into fists as she made her shocking declaration. “I want to protect everyone who can’t protect themselves! I want everyone who is hungry to be full and everyone who is cold to have clothes! Everyone without a home should have a place to live. I want the world to be full of flowers.”

Cloudhawk wouldn’t have believed a six-year-old would say something like this. But, here it was. A child… what, did she want to be the whole world’s savior?

Something like a trance overcame Cloudhawk as he thought back a decade or so. 

Back nearly farther than he could remember, an old scavenger had plucked Cloudhawk out from the ruins. Back then, Cloudhawk was as humble as the dirt, but like the girl, he had unrealistic ambitions. Back then, there seemed to be so much to look forward to. Now, he was an adult, and all that youthful optimism had dried up.

Now, here was Azura. Was this fate or just a coincidence?

Cloudhawk sighed. “You can live in my shop.”

Luciasha, her face bright with joy, explained to the girl, “That means Cloudhawk has agreed to take you in.”

Azura rubbed the tears from her face and quickly brought her head back down to the ground in thanks.

A moment’s weakness and he now had a disciple. It didn’t matter how talented she was. The damned girl was six. He was staring down the barrel of at least ten years of responsibility. He hadn’t shown her the demon hunter forging method in the hopes of making her some grand hero. He just wanted her to be ready if she ever got herself into trouble. No matter what the world took from her, she would have that inner strength.

But maybe she could achieve what Cloudhawk never could. That was his hope, anyway.

After enduring the harsh journey back home, here he was. It’d only been maybe half a day. Now that the business with Azura was done, he slipped into Adder’s secret treasure room to see what he could glean. But, like his first objective, his attempts were fruitless.

He was at his wits’ end. As Cloudhawk mulled over the hopeless situation, he suddenly felt something. Faint, but there – was the resonance of a relic somewhere in the bar. It was so faint that he wasn’t even sure it was a relic… a token! A demon hunter token!

Cloudhawk quickly returned to Luciasha. “Is there a demon hunter token around here somewhere?”

She looked at him in surprise. “How did you know? Yes, there is.”

He took the token and pored over it carefully, peering at every detail. And then, all of a sudden, his pupils contracted like he discovered something frightening.

“I should have thought of that… I should have thought of that!”

For most, they wouldn’t have noticed anything about the token besides the obvious. Cloudhawk, however, recognized the insignia. It was enough to confirm Adder’s identity because it was a token of the Cloude family. The markings were very similar to the ones on Selene’s token.

Every one of the Cloude family’s younger generation was talented enough to rise to the rank of veteran demon hunter and carry his/her own token. 

Selene Cloude!

Zephyr Cloude!

Adder was Zephyr!

Cloudhawk remembered very clearly when Selene confronted him outside of this bar and told him to be wary of Adder. The two had come face to face and yet, she hadn’t recognized the one she grew up with. It had never even occurred to him.

Zephyr… Zephyr… You sure know how to keep a secret. Adder, you piece of shit. It all seemed so obvious!

Adder was the Crimson One’s son. He lived out here in Sandbar Station, secluded, and fed information back to his father. This was how the Sanctum of Judgment was able to gain a foothold in the wastelands so quickly. Without someone gathering intel, it would have been almost impossible to keep their secrets hidden from the Elysians. All of it was orchestrated by Adder.

He’d managed to muster his own group, which meant Adder didn’t have to rely on the Crimson Church for manpower. But that didn’t mean he wasn’t working for them. Going after the atomic weapon was definitely an act in service to the Crimson Church. A slow, ponderous plan – but once the Crimson One’s identity was revealed, they were forced to speed up their timetable. Adder had to make the dangerous trek to the heart of the Dark Atom himself in order to ensure the primeval weapon was captured.

Years ago, Zephyr was a veteran demon hunter. He knew how to get information to the right hands at the border forces quickly. He also had to know how to make the intelligence look convincing enough to make the officers act without question. It was clever: Make the border forces attack the Dark Atom headquarters and use it as a distraction to steal inside. It worked, and now, that rat fuck was somewhere with a city-destroying bomb.

Somehow, the Crimson Church had to have known the Caliph of the Sands was there. Adder would be in danger, so it would only make sense if the Crimson Church had come as part of some arrangement. A business transaction... that’s what Wyrmsole had called it.

As for what the Dark Atom thought about the whole ordeal, Cloudhawk couldn’t say.

Wolfblade would probably say that there was only one weapon, so you only had one chance to make proper use of it. Smuggling something like that into Skycloud and detonating it was a real tall order.

But Adder… he was different.

He lived in Skycloud, at least, back when he was younger. He almost certainly still had contacts and thus, a way to get the weapon past the border. Doing that would be exactly what the Dark Atom had wanted from the beginning. It was also a fine way for the Sanctum of Judgment to assert itself in the wastelands.

So, was Adder’s target Skycloud city?

There was no clear evidence to support the idea, though common sense would say it was the best way to break the Elysians. What would be a more crushing blow than reducing their grand capital city to rubble? After growing up in the city, Adder had to know it inside and out. He was the perfect agent to get the job done.

A cold sweat broke out over Cloudhawk’s body. Madness… it was all madness.

What would happen to everyone else when Skycloud was blown to smithereens? He couldn’t wait, not a second longer. The consequences if he let this happen were unthinkable!

But, was he too late?


102 / Misunderstandings


The magnificent airship descended through roiling clouds above.

Skycloud’s sun-speckled expanse was revealed. Light sparkled off the wondrous falls that fell from up high. No matter how many times one saw it, the vision seeped into one’s spirit. From the depths of one’s humble heart, one felt the majesty of the gods.

But, Cloudhawk saw it differently. To him, Skycloud was a city built on quicksand.

If Adder succeeded in bringing his primeval weapon here, this whole place would be reduced to ruin in an instant. A million lives would be snuffed out, bodies turned to ash. Cloudhawk struggled to imagine the scope of such destruction. All he knew was that the city’s spectacular views would make its annihilation all the more terrifying. It would be destruction on an unprecedented scale.

How could an ancient weapon like that hold so much power? How could mankind have uncovered such a potent means of destruction that might even surpass the power of the gods?

With it, mankind had put themselves above the devastating capabilities of gods and demons. Was the ancient civilization’s disappearance from this earth as the Elysians said? Had their greed for scientific knowledge unlocked an unholy power they couldn’t control?

By now, the news of what happened in the Blisterpeaks had reached the Elysian lands.

People were solemn and melancholy, but their prosperous lives were so far unchanged. With the war so far from their borders, the blessed folk did not fear for their safety. Skycloud was a sanctuary, protected by the auspices of the Temple. So long as they remained strong in their belief, no defeat would break them.

Tens of thousands of soldiers lost, though… the deaths of so many generals and great men.

Yet, it was merely a topic of conversation, brought up with forlorn sighs during afternoon tea or dessert. All that death was so distant from them as if it had happened on another planet. Sad, certainly, but otherwise, it did not affect them.

A thousand years of peace and prosperity had bred in them tremendous confidence. They were Elysians, the chosen people of the gods while wastelanders were like rats scurrying in the darkness. With but the smallest effort, the warriors of god could turn the desert sands red with the blood of heathens. Faith held them up, and in their faith, they believed that even Armageddon could not tear down their shining city. Skycloud would stand until the end of time, until the entire world ceased.

Cloudhawk disembarked from the ship and was hailing a carriage when the sound of hurried footsteps reached his ears. The telltale sound of steel on leather told him their weapons were being drawn. Suddenly, the streets were thick with a dangerous atmosphere.

“Apprehend the criminal. Citizens, back away! Disperse! Grab him!” The people of Skycloud scurried aside, making way as a dozen or so crack city guards flooded the area. They brandished crossbows which were leveled squarely towards Cloudhawk. In addition, the eight soldiers in the front row each had tower shields and spears, which they hefted threateningly as they surrounded him. No explanation was given, only steel.

Cloudhawk gaped at the less than friendly welcoming committee. “Eh… there has to be some sort of mistake. Do you know who I am?”

“Cloudhawk! We have evidence that suggests you have colluded with demons and worked with the Dark Atom to contribute to the deaths of loyal soldiers in the Blisterpeaks!” A bearded man who seemed to be their captain was the one giving the orders. “No more talk! Get him, dead or alive!”

Was this the next effort by Augustus and Frost to keep him quiet? This nonsense was too heavy to put on the back of one scapegoat!

What a fucking joke! Cloudhawk took the long trip all the way back here to save this fucking city, and this is what it got him! Halted before even a glimpse of Adder’s shadow could be found. But what was supposed to say?

No! Stop! The city could explode at any second, and I’m here to be your hero?

These dimwitted fucks wouldn’t hear a word of it. They would rather kill him than let him go, and to prove it, they didn’t even give him a chance to speak. A barrage of several hundred arrows came screaming at his head while at the same moment, the shieldbearers charged forward. Their aim was to crush him into small enough pieces to make into dumplings.

The first threat to arrive was the hail of arrows. They passed harmlessly through his body like they were made of air.

The guards were among the city’s best. They didn’t know how Cloudhawk had avoided the arrows, but they didn’t hesitate. Eight six-foot shields pressed in from all around with sharp spears bristling from the gaps between. Cloudhawk was left with no exit, and the rapidly shrinking area he occupied had become a killing field. A series of brutal jabs were determined to turn him into a pincushion.

Cloudhawk sidestepped through the shield-bearers effortlessly. He whipped around and snatched the bearded captain with his right-hand, as quick as lightning. “If you want to grab me,” he said from behind them, “you’re at least gonna need more men than this. You sacks of shit mean nothing to me!”

The captain was tough. Cloudhawk could snap his neck at any moment, but his red face was stoic. “Get him. Don’t worry about me!”

Cloudhawk was preparing to teach the man a lesson when two curiously shaped cutlasses chopped towards his side. They were so fast that he didn’t even have time to reengage his phase stone. He was forced to throw the captain. He had to draw his rod and knock the attacks away with a “clang”!

Then, the situation changed once again. Something caught his attention from the corner of his eye. It was coming quickly.

It was a streak of energy that tore through the air like a silver river right towards him. Cloudhawk narrowed his eyes to follow its trajectory and moved just in time to narrowly miss the blow. Where it passed, the ground split wide. Cloudhawk reacted with a jab towards his assailant’s chest, but his foe was quick. With the sneak attack failed, his enemy dropped the cutlass and vanished, reappearing moments later with the other cutlass in hand. He launched another streak of dangerous sword energy at Cloudhawk.

Spectators were unable to explain what happened next.

The swords danced like they were being manipulated by some unseen string, or they had spectral wings of their own. They whipped around Cloudhawk in random directions, and among them was a figure moving too fast for the naked eye to register. It constantly moved back and forth between the swords, seeking for a break in Cloudhawk’s defenses, filling the area all around him with streaks of cold steel light.

Cloudhawk’s whole world was full of shadows. Everywhere he looked were cutting streaks of light.

Three breaths. That’s about how long their exchange had lasted so far. Already, the ground was scarred with a dozen or more deep cuts.

Exasperated, Cloudhawk called out, “Will you just fucking stop already?!”

His eyes burned with internal power, and his will along with his words filled the plaza. His foe was immediately nailed in place. Cloudhawk was ready to take advantage of the chance but was foiled when another weapon came tearing his way. This one was a short sword that reflected no light whatsoever except for a faint purple haze like the fang of some hellish demon.

The attack was sudden, perfection in both speed and timing.

Most importantly, the strike was almost timid. There wasn’t much strength behind it, making the blow soundless and easy to miss. However, Cloudhawk knew that the dozen previous strikes weren’t even close to the destructive power behind this blow. He was fighting an expert who was adept in his craft, a master assassin.

Any normal person would have easily fallen into this trap. But, Cloudhawk was far from normal.

No matter how much effort his attacker put into concealing himself, he couldn’t dampen the sound of his relics. Cloudhawk had been waiting for him to tip his hand. His series of blocks off the back foot was a ploy to goad his foe into action.

His exorcist rod screamed as it was flooded with power!

Cloudhawk abandoned his attack on the first assassin, the woman with the scimitars. Instead, in as subtle a move as he could muster, he swung around to meet the man in black. When their weapons met, Cloudhawk’s rod was drained of its power and calcified. It shattered on the spot, but the residual strength behind the blow managed to knock the assassin back as well.

“It’s you two!”

The first was a girl with a cherub face and a cutlass in each hand. She stared at him with her big, round eyes full of shock. The other was a man in black without a hint of expression on his face. The weapon in his hand said it all, poised like a scorpion ready to strike.

Well, ain’t that a bitch. I know these two.

The girl was someone he knew from his days in Hell’s Valley: Felina the Demon Kitten. The swords that were dancing all over were her relics. Her specialty was sudden, unpredictable, and brutal attacks. Quick and strong, she could easily command a battlefield by controlling the rhythm of a fight. 

The second hardly needed any introduction. Three demon kittens couldn’t stop this man if he wanted to claim a life, for he was no ordinary assassin. The man in black was the infamous Atlas, the Court of Shadows’ right hand man. Among all of Skycloud’s famed talents, he was the most enigmatic, but there was no doubt that he was just as capable as someone like Frost.

A dozen more men poured into the area, weapons at the ready.

Cloudhawk was starting to get it. The first group was a distraction, intended to keep Cloudhawk from noticing the ones who were really supposed to capture him – the Court of Shadows. The secretive group was the best of Skycloud’s special units and was under the command of the Umbra family. That family was blessed with a coterie of talented members and often recruited from outside to bolster their strength. The Court wasn’t an easy group to tangle with.

“So it’s you, eh, little lady? Looks like you’ve been doing well for yourself with the Court.” Cloudhawk flung the handle of his broken rod aside. He looked helplessly at the woman in front of him and continued, “We’ve been separated only a couple of months, and you found a new man already? You’re not going easy either. Shit, your lack of nostalgia hurts my feelings.”

Felina was born with a pretty face and a gentle look, but anyone who spent time with her in the valley knew she was the one person not to mess with. She was easily top three in their class. In the times they sparred, Cloudhawk could never claim to have a solid upper hand, which spoke volumes of her skill.

She stuck out her tongue petulantly. “If the Demon Kitten hadn’t tried to capture you first, Deathstalker would have taken your life. But, it seems maybe my fears were unfounded. How did get so strong so quickly?”

Felina hadn’t wanted to kill Cloudhawk. Her intention was to incapacitate him so that he didn’t have to fight Atlas. After all, who didn’t know how lethal that psychopath’s weapon was? Who didn’t know how deadly Atlas was all on his own? Among Skycloud’s new generation of stars, Atlas might not have been the strongest, but there was no question that he could kill almost any target he was sent after.

He was an assassin, not a warrior.

Felina was honestly surprised at the progress she saw in Cloudhawk after only a few months apart. She was not surprised, however, that Cloudhawk would have a way to prevent assassination attempts. After all, unless a killer had a way to conceal their relics, Cloudhawk’s intrinsic talents protected him. His sort was a bane to the likes of Atlas.

“Don’t resist, Cloudhawk. You know you can’t escape.”

He almost scoffed. You could see it was foolish to fight back, but fleeing was what he did best. Cloudhawk responded in a no-nonsense manner, “If I want to run, no one can stop me. But I’m telling you, I haven’t done anything wrong. My clean hands do not want for washing. Take me to the commander-in-chief!”

“It would make things very difficult if there were casualties here today. You know what condition the general is in. Are you sure you want to bring him more trouble? If you trust me, then stop resisting. We promise to conduct a fair investigation.”

Felina’s words were sincere.

Cloudhawk’s attention was entirely on the man in black, though. This whole time, he hadn’t said a word, waiting for his opportunity to strike. So far, one had not presented itself. Cloudhawk replied, never taking his eyes off Atlas, “I don’t have the time. There’s a dangerous, ancient weapon that more than likely is making its way here as we speak. If I don’t stop it, then the consequences will be unthinkable.” [1]

“Evidence?” It was the only word Atlas spoke.

Cloudhawk didn’t have any. How could he expect anyone to believe such a claim if he didn’t have anything to back it up?

Felina also suspected Cloudhawk was making up tales to get himself out of trouble. She didn’t believe there was any weapon that could be smuggled into the city, much less be the sort of threat he claimed. “Regardless, we can’t stand here at an impasse forever. Come back with us and submit to an investigation.”

Motherfucker! Investigation my ass! You dumbasses might get blown sky-high at any moment!

Cloudhawk’s rebellious temper boiled just below the surface. He didn’t care about these morons. He would just activate his stone and teleport to safety. Only, just as the thought entered his mind, another wave of danger washed over him like an enormous storm cloud hanging over the entire city. He didn’t see anything, but he sure as shit felt it.

There was another assassin nearby! Someone even deadlier than Atlas!

Skycloud only had one person who could fit that description, the leader of the Court of Shadows and patriarch of the Umbral family. Legends claimed that no one outside the Court had ever seen him and lived. Even Hell’s Army hardly had any information about him.

He was the greatest assassin in all of the Elysian lands. They’d even sent the head of an organization of killers after him.

Suddenly, Cloudhawk was far less confident. Just using his phase stone took time, to say nothing of the teleport skill. He wouldn’t have a chance to do either before the assassin king got him. He’d be dead in a tenth of a second.

This was the sort of guy Cloudhawk wasn’t going to fuck with.

“Alright, I’ll go with you.”

1. Anyone else getting a strong 24 vibe right now?


103 / Jailbreak


Atlas Umbra did not become second-in-command of the Court of Shadows by chance. Even though he was young, he was brimming with potential and was widely considered to be the future patriarch of his family. He was the right-hand man both for his family and for the Court, but he was not second strongest of the Umbras.

Something happened in the past three years that had catapulted him to new heights.

Were it not for Cloudhawk’s anti-assassination abilities and his body’s special condition which protected him from Deathstalker’s poison, his death at Atlas’s hands would be all but certain. He didn’t think he had the faintest glimmer of a shot against that asshole’s boss. So, he submitted himself to the Court of Shadows and watched helplessly as they took all of his equipment.

Nearby, the mist gathered, and within was a silhouette. No one could see his features, much less his age, but it was obvious who this man was. If there was a list of the most terrifying people in Skycloud, this person ranked in the top three.

Shadowmaster of the Court, a man with a name as strange as his legend: Janus “Many-Face” Umbra.

Janus “Many-Face” was a name as well as a title. He was a man of many faces, though none knew his true visage. Upon materializing in this dark corner, the great assassin raised his head to the sky. He sensed something. Reaching out, he languidly extended his palm as though to pluck a falling leaf from the air.

Overhead, there was a flash of yellow. A small, pudgy bird with a stone in its mouth was in flight. Suddenly, it faltered and came shooting down as though caught in a vacuum. Before Oddball knew what was happening, it found itself caught in Janus’s grip and could not get free despite a valiant struggle.

The man’s face was inscrutable, but there had to be a look of ridicule somewhere in those shadows. This sort of trickery might work on the young and inexperienced, but him? Laughable.

Pale fingers reached forward to pluck the stone free when he was interrupted by Atlas and the innocent-faced girl. “Patriarch, these are his things. Should we take them all?”

Felina stared at this near-mythical figure, her heart thudding with a mixture of anxiety and excitement. For as long as she could remember, she had held Janus aloft as an idol. It was her first time being so close to the Shadowmaster.

It was just like the legends said. His face was hidden behind the mist so that nothing of his features could be gleaned.

Nothing of Cloudhawk’s was particularly rare or interesting, besides perhaps his cloak which might come to be of use to the family. After all, the Umbras were masters of stealth. Someone would certainly find it helpful.

With Skye Polaris assailed from all sides, Atlas was certain he wouldn’t come to Cloudhawk’s defense. This time, his brother’s killer was destined for death.

There was no enmity between them but for that, but it was a fact he never forgot. There was no love between them, but he could at least appreciate the unwitting gift of a decent cloak.

Janus was about to nod his assent when he suddenly paused as something caught his eye. A lone syllable wafted from the mist. “Mask.”

Felina’s eyes glimmered as she drank it all in. He was impenetrable, mysterious. Nothing about the voice – from gender to age – was discernible. Its raspy hiss was uncomfortable like it wasn’t coming from a human throat.

Among Cloudhawk’s things was indeed a mask. Atlas plucked it from his other belongings and handed it to the patriarch. He didn’t ask why. Apparently, “taciturn” was a shared trait in their family.

Janus held the mask in his hands and regarded it in quiet contemplation for a time.

Felina didn’t know if it was her imagination or a trick of the mist, but for a brief moment, she thought she glimpsed her idol shiver. He gently stroked the mask as though reliving old memories before eventually throwing it back. He apparently had no intention of keeping it for himself. “Skyden.”

“Yes.”

None of the orders were questions. Atlas simply complied, leading their prisoner away.

Janus raised his head and looked towards the sky. His hand loosened, allowing the small bird to go free. Oddball raced off in a headlong sprint, desperate to get as far away as fast as it could. The assassin made no effort to stop it. The mist he hid within danced in the breeze, and then, as a gust came through, it carried it all away. The Shadowmaster was gone as though he had never been.
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Skyden was no ordinary prison.

The dungeons were a place where ordinary offenders were housed, but those who needed special accommodations were brought here. Many of the unfortunate souls in Skyden were demon hunters or other powerful men. Years ago, it was the place Gabriel had called home before Frost came to offer him a job. Because of its dangerous clientele, the prison was much more heavily guarded than the city dungeons.

In recent days, the Skyden had come under new management.

The new Overseer was very young but strong and from a noble family. He was gallant of visage, and his station as Overseer spoke to considerable personal aptitude. His other… idiosyncrasies were a closely guarded secret. Some of the more handsome guards – and even a few of the prisoners – were known to receive the Overseer’s special attention.

It was no surprise that a man like him would be delegated to watching over a prison. Engaging in such hobbies elsewhere was asking for trouble. If word got out, his family could never walk the streets of Skycloud with their heads held high.

Of course, he was also capable in this profession. He was an adept interrogator with particular skill in physical and mental torture. So far, none of the prisoners under his care had managed to withstand his methods. His effeminate features belied the cruel techniques he favored. He was crueler than any of the previous Skyden wardens.

Many wondered where the Overseer had learned his trade. Once, in a brief moment of carelessness, he spoke about a place called Hell’s Valley. None of the prison guards had heard of the place. With a name like “Hell’s Valley”, how was it a part of Skycloud?

“This job is getting rather tedious. I’m beginning to miss those old days.” The Overseer idly cleaned his nails while complaining of his boredom.

“Overseer, the Court has brought in a dangerous criminal. A girl with them wanted to ask you to come personally.”

“A girl of the Court of Shadows? Why, that must be the Demon Kitten! She’s one to hold grudges. Her prey was probably someone who offended her long ago. I’m sure she’ll want me to pay him special attention. How bothersome. Does she imagine I’m so easily ordered around? I might consider it if the request came from Gabriel. Or perhaps Cloudhawk. But her? Hmph!”

“O-Overseer… I don’t understand.” His muttered rants made no sense to the prison guards.

“Never mind. Take me to her.” He stopped picking at his nails. There wasn’t anything for him to do anyway. He might as well see if he could have some fun.

The guard led him to the furthest reaches of the Skyden, which surprised the Overseer. In his time here, they had never consigned a guest to one of these cells. More and more, it appeared the girl’s enemies were becoming serious. He had to admit he was somewhat titillated. “Are we here?”

“In front,” the head guard timidly answered. “Anyone locked up back here is dangerous, relics or not. Regulations state we should have them chained around the neck to prevent escape. Do you want to wait until he’s chained or would you just like to go in?”

“It isn’t necessary. I’m certain it is impossible this fellow will escape my grasp, especially without relics.” The Overseer rolled his eyes and swaggered into the cell. “Now, let’s see who our unlucky-”

His words trailed off. Stunned, he swallowed the rest of his thought. He merely stood there, staring at his latest charge.

Surprise took the jailors too, who stood nearby with hooks and chains. They were all acutely aware of the Overseer’s peculiar hobbies, and they looked at each other with uncomfortable stares. This newbie was young and reasonably good looking. Probably…

The Overseer snapped back to reality. “W-what… what did he do?”

The head guard placed a stack of paper into the Overseer’s hands. “This is the report. He’s a special case. It’s been three years since we’ve had someone like him. We need to keep him under the strictest guard to make sure there aren’t any problems.”

The Overseer glanced over the documentation. Beads of sweat broke out across his forehead. “This can’t be right. That… we’re fine here. Disperse, I need to ask him some questions.”

Everyone was aware of the Overseer’s hobbies. They fled the moment he gave the word.

Once they were alone, the prisoner opened his mouth and spoke. “I was wondering why Felina sent me here. This place is being watched over by a fuckin’ sissy boy now, huh?”

Anyone else and the words “fucking sissy boy” would have inspired the Overseer to snap every single bone in their body. But, from the mouth of this man, it just made him smirk. “Not because of my reputation, I assure you. Still, they’ve left me here to rot just like the rest of them. I guess the real question is when the Boss started working with demons. This… my my, this is quite a serious offense.”

“Bullshit! You believe this nonsense too?” Cloudhawk heaved against the chains that bound his wrists. “I am under direct orders from the commander in chief, General Skye. I’m being framed by those shitfucks in the governor’s mansion. Go on, ask Drake if he would still be alive if I didn’t get involved at the Blisterpeaks. Ask who he owes his life to!”

Of course, Caspian didn’t believe Cloudhawk was a spy. After the tragedy at the Blisterpeaks, General Skye had taken a serious blow to his influence. It would be no surprise if the governor took this opportunity to try and snatch up more power for himself. Besides, Cloudhawk had a somewhat sour history with some members of Arcturus’s group – a fact which lent even more credence to the claim he was being targeted.

“I see, I see. Obviously, those… shitfucks?… in the governor’s mansion are jealous of the Boss’s talent and good looks.” Caspian cooed the words with a strange smile on his lips. [1] He leaned in and lowered his voice. “By the way, how is my dear Gabriel? It’s been so long since I’ve heard word, and I miss him terribly.”

“Look, I don’t have time to reminisce.” Cloudhawk rolled his eyes at the brazen words of his old squadmate. This guy wasn’t going to give up his sinister plans for Gabriel. Wasn’t he afraid Naberius might take offense? But whatever, he didn’t have time to tease the sissy anyway. He came right to the point. “Listen, sissy, do you not trust me?”

“Nonsense, the Boss is our glorious leader. Do I look like the sort to play false allegiances? Speak, what do you need from me? Come hell or high water, I won’t balk at any request.”

“Let me go.”

“Ah?!” Caspian balked.

Cloudhawk didn’t have time for any of this shit and had no intention of sitting around waiting for a sham trial. If it weren’t for the fact that the Court’s boss had been present, Cloudhawk was sure he could have escaped from Atlas. He definitely wouldn’t have allowed himself to get thrown in here! He would rather be hunted all through the city than let it get blown to pieces.

“Boss, my hero, my lord. Don’t play with me like this! You’re an enemy of the people. I don’t care about being Overseer, but the fact is these charges against you can’t be substantiated. I can look after you here, and we’ll just wait for the general to handle all of this himself.” He paused for a moment. “Do you understand how serious of a crime it is to try and escape from here? Even if you’re completely innocent, I cannot let you do that.”

Cloudhawk fixed him with a grim stare. “Cut the shit. Are you going to help me or not?”

Caspian scowled. “Are you sure you’ve thought this through?”

“I’ve got my reasons, and those reasons won’t wait for me to stand trial. If I don’t do something now, then everything is going to hell in a handbasket. Do you understand?” Cloudhawk’s voice was thick with sincerity. “Relax, I’m not going to get you in any trouble. Just tell me where they put my shit, and I’ll take care of the rest.”

Caspian was still unsure.

“Hey, sissy boy, you make up your mind yet or what? I am out of time!” Cloudhawk’s irritation was bubbling over, and he raised his voice. “And if you don’t do me this small favor, I’ll make damn sure you never see Gabriel ever again!”

Caspian smirked. “Our dear Boss… always causing trouble. Alright, alright. This time, I’m the one who takes the bullet. Who put you in charge, anyway...?”

The Overseer made sure Cloudhawk’s gear was stored in an easy-to-reach place. He then went back to his room and slept like nothing had happened.

In the middle of the night, he was awakened by a pealing bell.

“Damn! A prisoner has escaped! Hunt them down!”

The Boss knows what he’s doing. Even under tight observation, lock and key, he still managed to sneak away.

Caspian turned over and went back to sleep, paying no mind to the chaos outside. Trouble was sure to come his way, but far more of it would fall on Cloudhawk’s head. If the boss wasn’t scared, then what did he have to be frightened of?

1.  Yup.


104 / Drawing Out Dawn


The general’s compound had been swallowed by an invisible haze.

What happened at the Blisterpeaks had struck a serious blow to the strength of the Polaris family. Already in a phase of diminished strength, one could imagine the burden such a loss placed on the embattled military lineage. Many of the small and medium-sized families that had followed the general were now silent, which left the compound a grim and desolate place.

It was around midnight, and in a training hall, a woman with long blonde hair was seated cross-legged in meditation. In her stillness, she was the dignity of a godly effigy, beautiful and alluring. However, to anyone who knew her, it was obvious that this angelic facade was a perplexing mask. Beneath it was a devil woman with a hair-trigger temper.

“Who goes there?!”

Her eyes popped open, and she spat the word out. It boomed through the room like thunder.

The wall before her spat out plaster as a hole appeared. Her gaze alone was enough to cause damage to her unseen assailant. It was a technique only high-level martial artists were capable of, lending her a valiant air worthy of a templar.

She missed?

Hmph. The gall, barging in here! The woman scowled and reached for her sword.

“Hold up!”

A familiar voice wormed into her ears as a figure suddenly emerged from the ether. It was none other than Cloudhawk. But why? Hadn’t grandfather sent him away on some mission in the wastelands? What was he doing here?

“I know this is suspicious, but I don’t have time to explain.” He knew Dawn was going to whine that he didn’t come to see her sooner, but he couldn’t spare the breath. “I have urgent information that the general needs to hear right away.”

“If you’re here to see grandfather, then now is exactly the wrong time. With everything going on, he’s taken a trip to his home town. He won’t be back for a while.”

The home town she mentioned was located in the ancestral lands of the Polaris family. There were at least a dozen cities of considerable size in Skycloud, each with a history spanning thousands of years. Not all of Skycloud’s elite had been born there.

Back when their gods established this domain, they granted meritorious soldiers of the war various levels of authority. Skycloud came to adopt a city-state system of governance in which each area was independent. They had their own laws and organizations, and the nobles who lived there enjoyed a high degree of personal autonomy. The city itself was a self-sufficient core of leadership.

After such a terrible loss, Skye Polaris had no choice but to return to his home city and assure the populace that everything was alright and also transfer some of his own troops to bolster the ones he’d lost. How could Cloudhawk have known this would happen? Were his enemies really that clever? They all knew who Cloudhawk was and who he worked for, but they still had the gall to arrest him. If they’d tried it while the general was here, it would have definitely sparked his famous temper. They would have at least thought twice.

Dawn asked what had happened, and as Cloudhawk explained the situation, her eyebrows climbed up her forehead. Eventually, she shot to her feet. “Without grandfather here, the fiends are growing bolder and bolder! I’ve been too nice for too long. It seems people have forgotten to be afraid of me!”

This was the she-devil Cloudhawk remembered. She’d been almost demure since completing her training in the Temple. It was likely the only bright spot in a sea of shit for Skye. But assuming that Dawn’s character had changed was a fatal mistake. She had just been too busy to let her crazy colors fly.

For the last three years, her focus had been on training. Gone were the days when she could idly wander through the city causing trouble.

Dawn was considered a star pupil of the Temple. She was a master of art, music, chess, and sculpting. Whether it was physical training or studying the arts, she never really had to work hard. With the slightest effort, she mastered what would take many a lifetime to achieve.

Her art was oft on display, and the music she composed was cherished by the Temple. Few could match her in a game of chess, and with training, she had come to develop a rare level of physical and mental potency. Her sheer magnitude of accomplishments hardly seemed human.

All she needed was a fragment of her attention, and Dawn Polaris could do anything. After several years of training, it would be fair to assume her skills were approaching that of the older generation of elites.

Dawn no longer gained pleasure from tormenting the children of the family. Her aim now was to be the scourge of the city’s elite and perhaps to show them that their assumptions regarding the Polaris family were dead wrong. This was a primary reason for her latest good behavior, the quiet before the storm, before she made her grand move. Yet, she had not anticipated that at this crucial moment, her grand scheme would have to be put on hold.

She needed more information. “What’s so terrible that you needed to rush back and see my grandfather?”

Cloudhawk pondered whether or not to tell the truth. In the entire city, who else but Dawn would believe him and have the balls to do something about it? Besides, now wasn’t the time to be picky about his allies. He briefly explained his suspicions that Adder had a plan to attack Skycloud city.

“What? You’re telling me that Sterling Cloude has become a wastelander cult leader and that he and Zephyr have been lurking out there in the desert for years?”

Dawn’s eyes were wide after hearing these claims. News was still circulating through Skycloud and apparently hadn’t reached the Polaris family yet. Even for a girl like her who thrived on chaos, the explosive news hit her like an airship.

“That’s not everything. Let me finish.”

Cloudhawk went on to tell Dawn about the primeval weapon that had been hidden in the belly of Nucleus. This “atomic bomb” was now under Adder’s control, and worse than that, he had vanished off the face of the planet. There was no trace of him to be found in the wastelands. That could only mean one thing – he was trying to find a way into Skycloud.

Cloudhawk didn’t know where the snake was hiding, but he had reason to believe he was close. If there was anywhere in the Elysian lands where a weapon like that would make the biggest impact, it was here. Adder had the skills and connections to get here, so that meant Skycloud city was living on borrowed time.

Dawn was floored. She didn’t know how to process the information. It was all so sudden and so dire. It caught her completely unprepared. But, she knew that Cloudhawk was not the sort to involve others unless he had to. There had to be a real threat of destruction or he wouldn’t be here.

“Quick, surround the place! The fugitive has probably already entered the compound!”

Dawn wanted to ask him questions and learn more, but the sounds of movement outside drew their attention. Judging by the din, there was a group of soldiers surrounding the place. It was obvious why they were here.

Her fury seethed up from inside. “Do these peasants think the general’s name means nothing?! I’ll tear them apart!”

“Don’t waste time! I absconded from the Skyden, so everything they’re doing here is legal. There’s no use tangling with them over this. It’s better to just deal with the matter at hand. Remember, we’re talking about a million lives here. Everyone in Skycloud city. Fuck, everyone in the whole domain.”

He was right! This was the capital city!

If their capital fell, who knew what calamity would befall the rest of the domain? All of the knowledge and history of their holy land were housed in this city.

Dawn snatched up her equipment, and without waiting for another word from Cloudhawk, commanded him with a righteous air. “It irks me to say it, but I’ll do what you recommend. You and I together will prevent this evil from claiming Skycloud.”

This high-and-mighty girl of noble blood would never change, but he’d convinced her. If Cloudhawk was lying, then he was doing a damn fine job of it.

Cloudhawk would have said more, but a shiver crept up his spine. A relic – faint, deadly, but easily recognizable. Deathstalker!

The purple-shrouded blade lashed out, its deadly and lusterless blade sweeping through the air. The ground split. A table shattered. Columns crumbled. All in an instant. Everything seemed to become infected by some terrible rot that withered whatever it touched.

Atlas Umbra materialized from the gloom. He was like a shadow, soundless and formless, without even a hint of malice in his bearing – like the specter of death.

His first attack missed. He immediately followed with a second. A sinister gleam flashed as he stabbed towards Cloudhawk.

Both he and Dawn dodged while she instinctively reached out with her mind towards her Aegis Mirror. Her quick reaction shielded them from assassin’s blade. “Atlas!” she roared. “You dare break in and attack me in my own home?! You better believe I’ll skin your hide!”

Cloudhawk heard the resonance of increasingly more relics. Demon hunters of many different families from the Court of Shadows had the compound surrounded. Now wasn’t the time to take a fighting posture. Summoning the power of the phase stone, he grabbed Dawn and ran.

“Forget about them. We need to go!”

Atlas held tightly to his relic, and it trembled in his grip. A dim power oozed from Deathstalker to form a hungry maw that threatened to swallow both Dawn and Cloudhawk. It bit at Dawn’s shield, sapping it through whatever caustic power it bore. However, there was enough time for Cloudhawk to gather the energy he needed. The air around him shimmered and spread out all around.

No, not air. It was reality that rippled. Just as Atlas’s dagger closed in, the two figures blinked from existence.

A moment later, Felina came charging in with swords raised and a host of assassins on her heels. She saw Atlas standing alone in the room and had to stop herself from sighing in relief. “Where’d he go?”

It was Atlas’s first time confronting a problem like this. His prey was right within his grasp only to suddenly disappear. One of the relics he held allowed him to sense if someone was hiding within a thousand meters, which meant they could run but not hide. However, for the moment, it seemed they’d completely eluded him.

This had to be that power from the legends, the ability to manipulate space. Demon hunters were a rare commodity, and even fewer of them had the ability to use such relics. 

Atlas was silent, thinking. After a series of failed attempts, he was beginning to learn. Somehow, Cloudhawk was able to sense his presence.

Deathstalker was returned to its sheath, and its owner breathed a frigid order, “Call everyone. I will lead the hunt. He cannot leave the city.”

“But where should we look?”

“I managed to mark him while we fought. Through it, I will be able to track him no matter where he tries to hide.”

In their last exchange, Atlas suspected he might fail, so he prepared a special powder to use in that event. It indeed marked Cloudhawk with an invisible tag that he would find scentless but that Atlas could readily identify.

Cloudhawk was able to hear relics, but this powder was not that.

It was the first time Felina knew Atlas had a method like this. There was a reason Atlas was the second-in-command of her order. Inwardly, she was worried about her former boss, but she couldn’t understand what he was thinking. Caspian was Overseer of the Prison, so Cloudhawk had to know he was safe there. All he had to do was wait for General Skye to come back, and he would have cleared everything up.

But he didn’t. He chose to instead break out of prison – a far graver offense.

The Court of Shadows was entirely mobilized against him now, and likely other groups were as well. She didn’t like where this was going.

Meanwhile, Cloudhawk carried Dawn through space several thousand meters from the compound. The process was incredibly draining. In effect, what he was doing was folding space between two points. The farther he tried to go, the more energy it required. It was quite the demanding trick.

“How did we get all the way here?” Dawn was taken aback. It was the first time she’d ever seen anything like this. “Did we just...”

Cloudhawk pressed his finger to his lips to silence her as his eyes were pinned to a lurking figure in front of them. The silhouette crawled out from a drainpipe before slipping into the crowd, indistinguishable from anyone else.

This gave Cloudhawk an idea. Wasn’t that one of the lurkers from the sewer system below Skycloud?

Cloudhawk didn’t wait for Dawn to ask the many questions he knew she had. “If there’s nowhere in the city for us to hide, I think I know someplace that’ll suit us just fine. We haven’t found any clues yet, but just maybe we’ll get lucky where we’re going.”


105 / Objective Found


Dormant beneath Skycloud was a group hardly anyone knew about, built on the premise of gathering intelligence. However, once the Dark Atom contacts in the Elysian village were destroyed, no more lines of communication were opened. This network of spies was left to fend for itself or collapse.

They did not lose heart. Carefully treading on the cusp of disaster, they slowly rebuilt their foundation. Eventually, the Dark Atom would reach out once again, and they could continue their important work.

But, if you spend your days by the river, your shoes would eventually get wet. They were discovered.

An astute guard noticed that several citizens were rationing and smuggling goods over a long period of time. Food and water mostly. Even the poorest citizens of Skycloud had their basic needs met, so who were they keeping these goods for, he wondered?

It was this faintest of suspicions that drew the city guards’ attention. Eventually, the clues led them to this intrepid group that hid like rats beneath the city. A thousand soldiers were mobilized, and the sewers were combed for criminals.

Hundreds were captured and summarily executed. A hundred and thirty of them were publicly burned at the stake. Ten thousand people gathered to watch, and the scene left a deep impression on the city.

The clever guard was promoted for his good work, and more effort was made to watch the sewers. Most entrances were barred off or sealed, and regular patrols were scheduled. Markets and materials were more strictly accounted for to make sure that a network like that would never resurface.

That was almost two years ago. Most people had already forgotten about it.

Over time, patrols grew laxer. Attention waned. The forgotten enemy reemerged from the cracks three hundred meters below the city like cockroaches, having miraculously survived the purge. Not just survived. They were thriving.

[image: ]


A bunker had been excavated in the crypts below the city. They dug trenches to collect water that seeped through the ground and used crude hand-made generators for electricity. They eked out a simple living in the depths of the earth where they could not be found.

They were the Underground. Skycloud’s brilliant light didn’t reach the impenetrable darkness down here.

An old, bent man was watching his men struggle with an oval-shaped object. He was tall but thin with long, spindly white hair that jutted out in all directions. The mess of hair and his thick beard hid most of his face, but from time to time, a black gaze peeked from behind the withered strands.

He was dressed in threadbare rags that probably hadn’t been washed in years. He lived like a walking corpse and had the smell to match. Among those who lived in perpetual darkness were none who cherished the light. This is what they became.

“Skycloud city… will fall.”

The old man croaked these words to himself. His voice was as withered as his hair, and the raspy tones didn’t make it clear how he felt about that statement.

A man with a black mask and a large sword on his back stepped forward. His strange black cloak wasn’t particularly wide but strangely moved on its own even without any breeze to speak of. It almost seemed like it was made of smoke. “Have you found a way out?”

This man was one of Adder’s trusted followers, the one known as Revenant. His eyes fluttered as he spoke. Adder’s man seemed to be sizing up the geezer, but it was actually the dark figures nearby he was measuring. Something about them made him uncomfortable. They were more than they looked, for it was not by luck that this old man and his organization survived the purge three years ago. They had other means of protecting themselves.

Hidden forces still remained in Skycloud, weaving their webs.

Stirring up trouble was their modus operandi with a specialty in inspiring others to turn their backs on the gods. What better method to achieve both ends than to have them kill one another? They were a group that feared a lack of chaos, and the lives they saved came at a cost. That cost was service to their cause. Over time, those saved became pawns in their dark game.

The old man knew his role as leader of their crew was unstable. With this reality ever-looming, he had no choice but to become a pawn.

A way out? What nonsense. If there was a way out, would they have lived so long in this sunless pit?

When the old man spoke, his voice was heavy with resolve. His tired eyes were firm but spoke to a life of hardship. “You know, I’ve spent most of my life in Skycloud city. I have never walked her streets in the light of day, nor have I ever enjoyed its bounty. But, I do love it like a home. There is no place better than where we are.”

Revenant listened but did not respond.

The old man’s name was Majjhima, the only Dark Atom agent to ever successfully infiltrate Skycloud city. For more than ten years, he’d lived here, keeping a watch from the shadows while others basked in the light.

Was this not the cruelest fate one could suffer? Was it not the same as placing a feast before a starving man but never sharing a bite? Or being condemned to watch the one you love day in and day out, knowing you’ll never have them?

No one could understand the old man’s bitter existence.

Majjhima was among the best of the Dark Atom, a true revolutionary firm in his belief and generous in his self-sacrifice. He believed deep in his heart that one day, the tyranny gripping Skycloud would be overthrown, and when that happened, people would live in peace and equality. The surplus these Elysians enjoyed would be shared with those who suffered in the barren wastelands.

And yet, wasn’t it that life of plenty he so dearly cherished? He was here! So close he could reach out and touch it… But what was the point of living this cursed existence if he was forgotten by the Dark Atom? He’d be doing nothing more than lingering in squalor, wasting away.

“I want to see this glorious pinnacle fall, watch its magnificence borne away as ash on the wind. Let it be taken by a sea of fire. To me, that would be the most fitting end. I may not have possessed its beauty in my lifetime, but to make this city my mausoleum… that would be enough.”

There was perhaps nowhere else on earth with the same safety and prosperity Skycloud enjoyed. 

Majjhima himself didn’t expect to feel so deeply for a city that wasn’t his. He had only ever been worthy to peer on it from the shadows. Were it at all possible, he would not resort to Skycloud’s destruction, but there was no choice. This road was preordained, and their job was to see it through to its end.

He wasn’t going back to the wastelands. No matter what.

Revenant’s tepid voice returned. “Are you willing?”

“This life has been worth it,” Majjhima replied.

Revenant had no interest in asking the old man about his spiritual journey. He was about to say more about their plans when he sensed something and stopped. His eyes darted to one side in the direction of a sound.

The sound of struggle.

Someone had found them.

A strange light flickered through Revenant’s eyes. He knew who it was. “Someone’s come to make trouble. I’ll deal with it.”

His words hung in the air as he dissolved into a mist and was whisked away.

Majjhima didn’t see their visitor, but he had his doubts that they were trouble. After all, for two years, they had been safely hidden here. His agents were careful when they came and went. Why now, all of a sudden?

No matter. Whoever it was, that which had been put into motion could not be stopped now.

Majjhima turned to his men. “Pay it no mind. Activate it immediately!”

Once the ovoid structure was engaged, ancient text began to scroll across its display, followed by a group of numbers. Five minutes. After that, even the greatest of warriors would be doomed.

The old man watched, indifferent.

He knew immediately that this man who claimed to be from the Dark Atom was lying. Majjhima was no fool. The Dark Atom couldn’t get into the city, much less bring a weapon like this with them. He didn’t know how they managed it, but he would not waste the chance.

No one leaves! We will bury this magnificent city together.

A zealous gleam burned behind the old man’s eyes.

In a nearby hallway, Cloudhawk had just finished dealing with a few small-fry guards when a familiar group of masked faces appeared to block his path. One among them had a wraithrobe, which he knew belonged to Adder’s personal lackey.

“Well, shit. I struck gold, huh? Look who it is.”

“How the hell am I supposed to know who he is?”

“This is Adder’s man. If he’s here, it means we hit pay dirt. I’ve said it before, and I’ll say it again. Lady Luck has taken a liking to me.”

Cloudhawk spoke with Dawn like the group of desperate killers wasn’t even there.

Revenant narrowed his eyes, and in them, the thirst for blood was obvious. He wasted no time speaking and drew his weapons. In the next instant, he vanished, reappearing behind Cloudhawk with his sword poised to open his foe’s throat.

Revenant’s attack was quick and impatient.

Cloudhawk never moved an inch. The woman with him was the one who reacted. With a sniff of cold mirth, she lifted her slender leg and whipped it at Revenant like a coiled spring. There was only half a meter between them, but in that short space, her leg moved faster than sound. When it connected, it caught Adder’s henchman like a blast of thunder.

Revenant crashed through a nearby wall, leaving a hole several meters deep. The impact reverberated down the path. 

Dawn slowly lowered her leg and sniffed. “Too slow.”

Cloudhawk was left speechless. The only way he could match this woman’s ability was with his berserker strength. She deserved her dubious title of the city’s madwoman. If that kick didn’t kill Revenant outright, then it sure as shit left a mark.

The others who had come to stop him spread out and prepared to attack. Dawn responded by slowly drawing her radiant blade. “I’ll deal with this rabble. Go deal with their leader.”

Did he have a choice? He obediently trotted over to the hole that Revenant had made and could immediately tell that Dawn had used some sort of martial technique. No one could do this sort of damage with just a kick. Revenant had been blasted through several meters of solid rock.

“Eh? Where’d he go?”

When Cloudhawk looked around, all he saw were a few drops of blood and strips of cloth. No sign of the man himself. Had he escaped? But while Cloudhawk sat there brooding, a black mist had begun to gather at his back. Revenant reformed and brought his sword down.

Cloudhawk gently flicked his wrist. The exorcist rod hidden up his sleeve slipped into his palm.

Immediately, the weapon hummed with power, and he swung around to knock the blade away. Revenant’s tungsten sword exploded into shards of metal as the rod unleashed its payload. It rammed into the man like a torrent.

If Atlas couldn’t sneak up on him, how was this scrub going to manage?

Cloudhawk had pretended to be oblivious in order to lure Revenant back into the open. Adder’s henchman was also unaware that Cloudhawk had recently broken through his bottleneck and grown in strength, and so he underestimated his enemy’s ability. Too late to dodge, the mistake might just cost him his life.

The rod’s power threatened to blast him apart, first ripping his head wrap and face mask to shreds. Only the wraithrobe was untouched, and far from being damaged, it managed to provide Revenant enough protection for him to survive.

He burst into mist and retreated back several meters.

A frown soured Cloudhawk’s expression. He hadn’t anticipated Revenant would survive, though he was at least out of the picture for now. But, there was something in that instant between when Revenant was in front of him and when he escaped. Without the head wrap and mask, he caught a glimpse of the face beneath the robe’s cowl. Long, raven black hair. A blood-streaked oval face. Revenant was a woman.

Didn’t matter. He was still gonna kill her ass! Cloudhawk got ready to finish her off.

Only, Revenant had no intention of continuing their fight. The wraithrobe was a relic designed to get its wearer out of difficult situations. So long as she had mental energy left, she could escape at will. Anyway, Cloudhawk wasn’t here to kill people. Just the opposite. He had no choice but to let her flee.


106 / Fiendish Mass Production


Cloudhawk’s scuffle with Revenant lasted only a handful of seconds. When he returned to where he left Dawn, the scene that he beheld left him speechless.

The small hallway had somehow grown what had to be hundreds of stalagmites and stalactites. Each one pierced deeply into the bodies of Revenant’s crew. Expressions of excruciating pain and horror were frozen on their faces. Judging by the looks in their dim eyes, they couldn’t believe what had happened.

Dawn tugged the blade of her sword out of the ground. With that, the collection of spikes receded back into the ground, walls, and ceiling. There was no indication that, just a second ago, the hallway was a death trap. Nothing except for the seven or eight badly mutilated corpses that littered the ground.

“What about the airhead?”

“Escaped.”

“What? You’re so useless! Don’t tell anyone you know me, alright?”

Cloudhawk rolled his eyes. The wraithrobe was no joke. Revenant was probably just as adept at running away as he was. She wasn’t going to be so easily finished off. But, it didn’t matter. She was hurt and wasn’t going to be a problem. Right now, they had to finish what they came here to do.

“Get out of the way!”

Dawn thrust her sword back into its sheath before reaching back and pulling her small shield forward. She faced the rocky wall that blocked their path and braced herself. Then, gathering strength, she released a burst of energy that smashed the obstruction to pieces.

At last, we found it.

Cloudhawk hurriedly slipped through. Right away, he was surrounded by a dozen figures led by an old man.

“You!” Majjhima didn’t think that after three years, he would see this surprising young man again. Cloudhawk wasn’t the same waif he remembered. He was stronger and taller than before. “What are you doing back here?”

“Shut it! Obviously, I’m here to stop you crazy fucks and your crazy plan!”

Cloudhawk tried to step forward, but the crowd closed in. He brandished his exorcist rod, ready to fight when an odd sensation gave him pause. Somewhere around Majjhima’s group, he felt the faint whisper of a relic. Was there another threat lurking nearby? Was it Adder?

Cloudhawk was sure he didn’t want to find out just how strong that asshole really was. He was definitely not the sort of guy to underestimate.

He held back, choosing to talk instead. His cold voice growled at the others, “You’re all being played. They aren’t Dark Atom. They’re just using you to do their dirty work. Their plan is to upstage the Dark Atom and steal their influence over the wastelands, and you’re going right along with it.”

“What of it?” When he stared at Cloudhawk, he had the look of a complete stranger. There was nothing recognizable in his eyes. “Under a brutal dictatorship, this city continues to hoard its riches while countless wastelanders suffer and die. They are forced to wander the desert, exposed to the cruelty of men and acts of god. How is this acceptable?”

“The hundreds of thousands of people who live here are innocent. They have feelings, families, lives. They have just as much a right to live as any wastelander. It doesn’t matter where you were born.” Cloudhawk scanned the area as he spoke, looking for that hidden threat. “You think fighting the Elysians like this is fair? This is the method you so-called revolutionaries have chosen?”

“There must always be sacrifices for every great cause. How can we create a new paradise without tearing down the old order?” Majjhima tightened his grip on his walking stick. “I thought you were different. I thought you were wise. But, you are as soft as a woman. The years have turned you into one of these Elysian dogs.”

“What are you two grousing about?” Dawn didn’t understand their exchange, and she was growing impatient. She ripped Terrangelica from its sheath once again. “I didn’t come here to flap my gums! Time to die!”

She thrust the sword into the ground.

All around, the earth began to quake as pillars of jagged sprouted like grass. Many of the underground defenders were instantly skewered. They had no way to protect themselves from the attacks from beneath their feet and from overhead, nor did they have anywhere to hide. It wasn’t like they could just float to the safety of midair.

Cloudhawk was too slow to stop her.

Dawn waved her sword, and a host of stone spikes answered. Like a cloud of locusts, they were flung into the air and raced towards the one barring their path – the white-haired old man. Dawn’s sword, Terrangelica, was a powerful relic. The hail of stones she summoned was not to be treated lightly. Each spike was strong enough to pierce armor and was almost too fast to defend against.

Crack-crack-crack-crack!

As the spikes drew near their target, they were suddenly stopped by an invisible force. They exploded into flecks of rock before they could cause any damage.

Dawn was stunned. She couldn’t understand what had happened.

All of Majjhima’s men were dead. There were only the two quiet men standing on either side of him. The power that deflected Dawn’s attack was coming from inside of them.

“Are… are these blackfiends?”

To Cloudhawk, the power they exuded was a familiar one. It was an aura similar to what he sensed from Blackfiend the Undying, only… different. However, their blank expressions and whatever energy gave them life was much the same.

“What are you talking about?” Dawn asked.

“I came across something in the wastelands that radiated an energy signature similar to these two.” Cloudhawk seemed to come to a realization. Squall only got to the level of influence he held because he was following someone’s orders. Did whatever master he follow also find a way into Skycloud? Only one way to find out. “Whose orders are you following?”

Majjhima’s grim and inscrutable eyes were ice cold. “We’re all going to die. How will this information help you?”

“Obviously, you’re eager to kick the bucket, old man. You won’t even spare a thought for the old days.” Cloudhawk wasn’t some pushover. His lips curled into a contemptuous smirk. “You think those two pieces of shit are enough to stop us?”

“No? Then, how about ten?”

The surrounding walls split to reveal several cocoon-like structures hidden in the stone. They had a jade-like quality to them, and through their opaque surface, one could barely make out humanoid figures inside.

Crack! Crrrack!

The chrysalis-like structures began to fracture and spilled plumes of black smoke out into the cavern. Nude figures emerged, each with cold, dead expressions on their faces. Black mist surrounded them like a cloak so that when they walked forward, they did not seem human at all. They were harbingers of destruction.

How could there be so many? Was this place being used as some sort of… factory?

Mass-production of these creatures was a terrifying prospect. But even more dreadful was the realization that whatever orchestrated all this was having them made inside Skycloud.

They were bolder than a mouse trying to hide from a cat in plain view. [1] But who could imagine that, even in the most insane fever dream, this was happening right below their feet? Thus, they were kept safe, fostered, until the time when this power was ready to surface. The results were destined to be earth-shaking.

This was the very heart of Skycloud, and Cloudhawk didn’t even know what dark hand held the blade about to pierce it.

“The atomic weapon has been armed and activated. Even if you escape this cavern, you will be buried with the rest of the city.” Majjhima released a long, slow breath. His face slackened, and there was a look almost like relief. “Death. It is not something to be feared. It is a liberation.”

“Well then, let me help you get there faster!”

With a shout, Cloudhawk leaped straight up from the ground, sparks shooting from his exorcist rod. He came crashing down towards one of the fiends, bringing with him a crushing air of destruction. The fiend, seeing him coming, raised its hands and released a blast of black energy. What was supposed to be a shield crumpled immediately upon contact with the rod, though it also broke Cloudhawk’s weapon. These sorts of low-grade relics really couldn’t be relied on.

Dawn gaped as Cloudhawk showed what he was capable of. From what she saw, he had the strength to rival a veteran demon hunter! Is this what three years of training had wrought? In another three years, he would be stronger than her!

Was he even human? His speed of improvement surpassed Selene’s back when she was making waves. She had joined the demon hunters at eight and was considered a veteran by fourteen. It took only six years from start to finish. She also came from the greatest demon hunter family in all of Skycloud. Meanwhile, Cloudhawk was a nobody.

Despite the surprise, Dawn did not remain idle. With a sweep of Terrangelica, a blast of light was cast forth, cleaving the unprotected fiend in half. That was when Cloudhawk discovered the difference between these things and Blackfiend. Squall’s tool was strong, but it was still just a tool.

As a result, it functioned on Squall’s command. These creatures didn’t appear to be under anyone’s control. They all attacked automatically as though galvanized by some defense mechanism. Majjhima didn’t appear to be doing anything.

Cloudhawk was lucky. Blackfiend the Undying was true to his name, and no method he knew had been able to finish the thing off for good. Luckily, these fiends didn’t share that trait. When Dawn’s sword cut the one in half, it immediately dissolved.

“Ah fuck, thank god. Inferior products.”

If these things had been immortal like Blackfiend, Cloudhawk and Dawn would have perished here. Thankfully, they were a far cry from Squall’s relic guardian – they were at least killable. It made them far less dangerous.

The remaining nine protofiends stirred. Their hands hummed with black energy, which they cast at the two invaders like hand grenades. Their detonations were as potent as blasts of thunder.

The cavern was too damn small. Where were they supposed to find cover?

“Out of the way!”

Dawn summoned her defenses, encasing them in a glass-like shell of protection. As the blasts pummeled them, the worst they managed was a few cracks in the shield.

This was not a strategy, though.

Even though they were inferior to Blackfiend, these creatures still packed a serious punch. If the current situation was anything to go by, there were more where this batch came from. Dawn’s shield wasn’t going to protect them forever.

The cracks spread further.

Whatever energy powered them appeared to be limitless. Blast after blast assailed them and didn’t seem to be slowing down, giving them no chance to catch their breaths. They couldn’t hold out much longer!

Cloudhawk’s mind was racing for a way out when a feeling caught his attention. He breathed a sigh of relief. “The cavalry’s here!”

“What is this nonsense?” Dawn hissed. “What cavalry?”

Half a breath after speaking the words, a dagger appeared in the center of a protofiend’s chest. Deathstalker’s caustic power infected the creature’s entire body, causing it to wither and crumble away.

Cloudhawk turned his head and saw Felina charging down the pathway with a contingent of demon hunters in tow along with over a hundred Shadow warriors. They’d been following him, arriving just in time to see what was going on. Cloudhawk was ignored for the time being. There were other evils to deal with first.

1. https://i.imgur.com/WInUXzo.gifv


107 / Race Against Time


The rocky walls exploded, sending fragments all throughout the cavern. A dozen or more chrysalis incubators were revealed.

Cloudhawk stared in disbelief. There were more of them! It was a breeding ground!

The incubators broke apart like eggs, and newborn fiends with deadpan expressions stumbled forth. Their uncoordinated movements were made more disquieting by the wisps of black smoke that hugged their naked bodies. The inky-black mist covered them and gathered around their hands, forming orbs.

So far, all Cloudhawk knew was that the same group responsible for these things was also backing Squall. But that was it – he couldn’t guess where they came from or what secrets they kept.

The protofriends were strong. Too strong. Each one fought as well as an Elysian soldier. If the ones behind the scenes were just making these things on a whim, how terrifying a force had they already built?

Majjhima wasn’t controlling them, but he and his group of lackeys were down here for a reason, probably to watch over the macabre farm. The fiends also had an innate instinct to protect this place. Once danger neared, they awakened and took to its defense.

Atlas raised his hand, an order to attack.

Scores of men wrapped in black armor charged into the cavern. The shadow warriors were agile and maneuvered through the rock-strewn area with ease. One of them ran up a wall and raced along it while firing from a bow. However, he only got two shots off because an orb of black energy caught him in midair.

A moment later – boom!

The unfortunate warrior was turned to paste and splattered throughout the area. No piece of mangled flesh or bone was larger than a thumb, and it coated everyone like a foul rain.

A second followed. Then, a third.

These men were elite soldiers with bodies far tougher than your average man. In addition, they were outfitted with the Court’s finely-crafted armor that was tenacious enough to stop any bullet from causing harm. However, under the mighty blows of the protofiends, they were blasted apart like they were made of paper.

The fiends fought on, expressionless. They felt no anger, no fear – they were not built with nerves or emotions. So, they fought on in an increasingly pitched battle against these invaders. Bows were drawn and arrows were fired, shot with superhuman precision. Not a single one missed its intended target.

But, it was no use. Their arrows couldn’t pierce the shields of black mist and shattered mere inches from the fiends’ flesh.

With each successive attack against them, the mists that protected the protofiends dimmed ever so slightly. But, the weakness was brief, for a moment later, the inky black returned as dark as ever. Their innate strength was nothing special, not even to the level of the shadow warriors. They moved slowly and clumsily through the cavern. It was that black power inside them that was difficult to deal with.

One of the shadow warriors, flying in the face of death, charged forward for a close-range attack. He wrenched a sword from a sheath on his back and closed the gap between them with a Spearhead attack. The result of his coming into contact with the black mist was large chunks of his body rotting away.

The protofiend slammed a fist into the attacker’s head, blowing half of it off and spraying brain matter in a cone behind him.

A cold and angry light seethed in Atlas’s dark eyes. It was just as surprising to him that the dark underbelly of Skycloud would be home to these evil creatures.

“Hey, Mr. Wood Face. Are you seeing this shit?” Cloudhawk called out to him from across the cavern. “If we don’t work together, you can bet your brooding ass no one gets out alive.”

His meaning was obvious: Don’t stab me in the back, you prick, or we all go down together!

Felina threw a glance towards her commander. “He’s right.”

Atlas straightened and put his dagger away. He reached back and drew the blade on his back instead. Felina knew what this meant and turned to the other Court members to issue a command. “Everyone, with me! We’re on support!”

She flicked her wrists, sending her twin scimitars whistling through the air. They seemed to almost have a life of their own as they danced around obstacles.

Felina darted around the battlefield with the speed and agility of a cat, switching seamlessly between her blades. In a blink, she peppered a protofiend with a dozen strikes. Her onslaught dissipated its protection, allowing the other demon hunters to mop up. Finally, one was down.

The combined attack garnered the attention of two more creatures. They came at the group from two directions while throwing concussive blasts of black energy at them.

Atlas made his move. 

He had two weapons: one long, one short. The long sword was his newest relic, a gift from the family called Malady. It did a fine job of offsetting the assassin’s lack of direct combat ability. The sword looked as black as pitch from pommel to point and no wider than two fingers at its widest. It was a dramatic and charming weapon at a glance, full of dark majesty and deftness.

Cloudhawk felt an abnormal hum from it. Atlas, already blindingly fast, was suddenly moving at twice his normal speed. At his peak, you couldn’t even see him, only the gleam of death released by his relic.

The swings from his weapon did not hold any earth-shattering vigor, but that wasn’t the aim. Instead, it seemed as though reality held no sway over the blade.

Skimming across the ground, it left a deep fissure in its wake. Boulders and rocky columns split apart like they were nothing. The black orbs split apart in midair.

Atlas appeared behind one of the protofiends, holding his sword with both hands. It still gleamed with incisive power. Behind him, the creature slowly parted down the middle before falling in a heap.

Blinding speed. Incredible power.

Atlas was still only for a moment. Once again, he became a living malady and cut apart a second protofiend before it knew what was coming.

Once again, Cloudhawk was confronted with the truth, that he had underestimated Skycloud’s talent. He thought Atlas could only claim a life if he did it from the shadows, but that wasn’t the case. He was cutting down these things easily, proving his strength and skills.

“Hmph, what insignificant skill. We can’t let him show us up.”

Dawn fished out a rock from somewhere and threw it. It was about as big as a fist to start, but as it rolled along the ground, it swelled to the size of a small shack. The whole cavern shook and rumbled as though a whole host of chariots were thundering through. The boulder ran over one of the protofiends and smashed it to pieces. A trench stretched out behind it to mark the boulder’s path, and whatever creature it encountered was easily knocked away.

Then the rock “stood,” revealing itself to have taken the shape of a humanoid. At five meters tall, it was categorically a giant, and its rock-hard body gleamed like it was made of volcanic glass. Heaving its arms, the rock giant smashed protofiends on either side of it. They flew through the air like rag dolls and left holes where they landed.

The rock giant was Dawn’s relic, her Golem Sentinel.

Cloudhawk remembered it – it was one of the relics he found at the Collection Convention!

It was a simple item, but in Dawn’s hands, the beast it summoned was as strong as Coal.

Dawn charged through the battlefield while multitasking. With one part of her mind, she controlled the golem, ordering it to wreak havoc among their foes. With the other, she maintained their protection through the Aegis Mirror so that the hail of black orbs didn’t reach them. One person drawing so much power gave the others the space they needed to mount an attack.

“What are you standing there for? Destroy them!”

Cloudhawk pulled an exorcist bow from the ether, and in the same fluid motion, began to release arrows into the fray. The power he poured into each one could rival a high-ranked demon hunter’s. The first arrow struck the protofiends’ shields and diminished them, and the second finished them entirely. On average, it took two arrows to deal with one target. It was relatively quick work. 

He wasn’t sure how many more protofiends were hidden here, but so far, they weren’t showing up as fast as they were being put down. At this rate, they would be out of trouble soon.

Dawn shouted at him while they fought, “Have you found the thing you were looking for?”

“It has to be here somewhere!” he answered. Almost right away, he caught sight of it.

When the fight broke out, Cloudhawk had sent Oddball to scout around. The little guy could deal some damage if he had to, but he was of more use as Cloudhawk’s eyes and ears. Eventually, his small companion spotted it, an egg-shaped object nestled above the cavern.

At a glance, it was obvious the thing was old, from the time before the war. Signs that the Dark Atom scientists had worked on it were also obvious. The protruding wires and makeshift repairs were crude but effective. At the moment, there was a series of numbers counting down on a display screen. Looking closer through Oddball’s eyes, Cloudhawk felt his breath catch. Just a little over a minute remained.

“Shit! Fuck!” Cloudhawk scowled. “They’ve already activated the weapon!”

Majjhima had been hiding from the start. His face was expressionless, but when he heard Cloudhawk’s shouts, it grew sour. Obviously, he hadn’t expected him to find it in time.

“This is your last chance!” Cloudhawk said to the old man. “If you stop it all right now, I can get you out of here. If you don’t, then the only path left is death.”

If he feared death, then why would he be here? This young man’s words only highlighted his immaturity.

These creatures didn’t listen to Majjhima, so whether he was inclined to stop or not didn’t matter. They would not stop fighting. As for the bomb? Very soon, it would all end, and no one would be leaving.

He’s still so young. Skilled, special… but he will pay the price for his ignorance.

“I have a plan.” Cloudhawk was out of options. “Keep their attention.”

Dawn yelled for him to go and then called on Terrangelica’s power. Spikes of stone were spat from the ground, forcing even protofiends to dodge or be impaled. Her wide area of attack also served to gather more attention. More of the creatures turned to this increased threat and pelted her shield with their black orbs.

Cloudhawk wrapped his fingers around the phase stone. Reality shimmered, and all at once, he was gone.

Watching him disappear into thin air, Majjhima frowned. His head snapped up, and there, a hundred or so meters away, was Cloudhawk. He’d somehow teleported across the cavern right in front of the bomb.

“Stop!”

The old man’s peaceful features were suddenly twisted with rage.


108 / What Remains


Cloudhawk drew back his bow and fired at the stone wall. The fissure that housed the bomb cracked and opened further, sending large stones cascading down into the cavern below. The strange object hidden inside began to tumble out as well.

Whatever terrible weapons the ancient civilizations created, Cloudhawk wasn’t familiar with them. He didn’t know if this really was what he was after, but after hearing Majjhima’s reaction, he was convinced. So without hesitation, he leaped up, as straight as an arrow, and caught the bomb before it hit the ground.

It was armed, ready to blow at any moment. The Dark Atom’s scientists had spent years of sweat, blood, and tears striving over this thing. The display that was rapidly counting down was its detonator.

It was activated, and the instant that timer reached zero, a thousand years of Elysian history would be consumed by atomic fire. Unimaginable destruction would consume the lives of hundreds of thousands of innocent people.

Cloudhawk never set out to save the world. He was not the heroic type. But was it right to indiscriminately eradicate so many people?

How many young people were just trying to make a living up there? How many children and elderly? Were they just supposed to be sacrificed on the altar of someone else’s ambition? No! Cloudhawk paid no attention to the problems he was inviting on himself by saving this city. He just knew it was wrong. He couldn’t just stand by and let it happen!

Of course, it wasn’t like he had experience in handling atomic fucking weapons. The only thing he could think of was to use the phase stone and throw this thing into that strange airless space. It didn’t matter how destructive the thing was all the way out there.

Majjhima’s eyes were so wide the skin around them threatened to split. A cruel and determined fire burned inside him.

How could a man suffer to live? How much could he stand in one lifetime? He’d trained with the Dark Atom since he was a young man and was eventually selected from among hundreds of others to be sent here. It cost him a lot to be the one they chose.

Now, at the dusk of his life and looking back at all that transpired, he sadly realized that he had nothing. No family, no friends, no lover, no children. No achievements. Decades of his life spent in darkness and loneliness had left him with nothing but a gnawing void in his belly.

He’d often thought about his death, whether anyone would feel sorry when he was gone. Would anyone cherish his memory? Would anyone even remember his name?

Even the smallest life was entitled to leave its mark, however insignificant. He deserved to have his voice be heard!

His final wish was to do something with his death.

It didn’t matter how his actions would influence the future, just so long as he left his mark. To prove that he once lived! He had finally found a light in his long and lonely existence, and he wasn’t going to let it go out no matter what others thought. It was a once in a lifetime opportunity, a chance to prove he was worth something even if the methods were extreme.

Once the Dark Atom ceased communication with their cell in Skycloud, the sense of abandonment broke Majjhima. He had never been afraid to sacrifice himself, only that his sacrifice would be worth nothing.

Until he met that man during the purge.

“The Dark Atom doesn’t want you. But I can use you.”

That was the day Majjhima turned his underground resistance into a monster breeding ground. He never learned who that person was, where he came from, or why he wanted to grow their creatures here. But there was no doubt about it. Whatever power he spoke for was more entrenched in Skycloud than the Dark Atom ever was. They wielded more power than those rebels could dream of.

At the time, the visitor presented him with an item. “If one day this place should fall,” he said, “use this at the end. The torment you will suffer will be unthinkable. All the flames of hell wouldn’t add up to a tenth of its cruelty. But it will bestow upon you great power – and when you die, you will release what remains of your outrage.”

This was that time, the time when he let his outrage free.

Majjhima opened his tattered robes to reveal the withered body underneath. Intricate lines were tattooed on his paper-thin flesh. They covered his whole body and quivered visibly from some internal power. 

The fiends locked in combat suddenly stopped. Whether it was those that still lived or the corpses of the ones that had fallen, clouds of black mist seeped from them all and gathered towards Majjhima. The ominous smoke drew together in a cloud over the top of his head.

Cloudhawk had managed to snatch the bomb from the rocky debris that fell like rain, but before he could enact his plan, his eyes were drawn to Majjhima. What was this old man doing?

Dawn, Atlas and the others were frozen, unsure of what to do. The enemies they had been bitterly struggling against stopped all of a sudden. It was more accurate to say they seemed to have been completely bled out, drained entirely of all their energy.

Majjhima clutched a translucent, crystalline-like object in his hand. It excited and attracted the black mist, gathering it all into itself like a vacuum. The crystal bead changed from translucent to pitch black as all the mist was consumed. Now, it was a small speck of black, the sort of black that threatened to swallow anything that drew too close.

“No one can stop this. No one!”

Majjhima pushed the bead into his mouth and swallowed.

It wasn’t hard for Cloudhawk to guess what was happening. That item had stolen the power from the protofiends, and all of it was now forced into Majjhima’s body. 

“Careful!” Dawn shouted.

Waves of palpable energy surged from the old man, rising off of him like black fire. His screams were deafening, and his presence alone cracked the cavern walls. In a fraction of a second, Majjhima appeared in front of Cloudhawk.

Shit! His face blanched.

He wanted to activate the phase stone and get the bomb away. Out there, it couldn’t hurt anyone. But it was a process that took a little time, time which he no longer had. Majjhima materialized ten meters away like a demon rising from the depths of hell and launched a punch towards Cloudhawk with the force to shatter mountains.

Cloudhawk had pored over this moment in his brain a dozen times. He wondered if Adder would be lurking in the dark underbelly of Skycloud, waiting for his time to strike. He considered the possibility of the Crimson One appearing at the most inopportune moment. But he never guessed this wrinkled old man would be the threat he needed to prepare for.

Cloudhawk abandoned his efforts to planar shift and instead used the energy to teleport. He vanished the instant before Majjhima’s attack arrived, conveying him and the weapon to a safer distance.

“Kill him!”

Ten shadow warriors closed in and surrounded the old man. They hacked at him with their swords without hesitation.

No use. It was like his whole body was made of tungsten steel. He was protected by the huge amount of energy he’d consumed, which was more effective than any armor. The swords were broken on his wrinkled flesh.

“Get away!”

All at once, the ten warriors were torn asunder. Majjhima, surrounded by that terrible energy, lifted off the ground and into the air. There, he hovered like a nightmare given flesh, a horror that made all onlookers tremble.

How could this old man contain all of that energy inside himself?

No one knew how the protofiends were made, but they knew that Majjhima was no demon hunter. Even if he was strong in his younger days, he was an old and withered man now. Forcibly injecting a failing body with so much energy was a death sentence, no doubt, but that did not concern Majjhima at all.

Cloudhawk scowled at the increasing threat. There was less than a minute left!

Majjhima’s body began to change. Black mist poured out of every orifice, every pore, though it still hugged tight to his body. He was only partially visible through the haze. Occasionally, onlookers got glimpses of his white hair that was standing straight up or his eyes which were now consumed with pure, unadulterated fury.

“You are all going to die.”

Majjhima charged at the rock giant. It was given no time to react, and in a blink, Dawn’s golem sentinel exploded into gravel. 

A wave of dark energy pulsed from the attack that swallowed half the cavern like water from a burst dam. Everything in its path was obliterated, from the stone columns to the rocky ground. Those demon hunters not quick enough to dodge were swept away. Whatever protective relics they were relying on instantly shattered under the pressure.

Cloudhawk’s voice rang over the blast. “Felina!”

His cries were answered by a glint of steel as a cutlass pierced the mist. It struck the ground a few meters outside of the black torrent. A second later, Felina’s doll face appeared beside it. She clutched a compatriot in each hand. One was missing half his body, and her own armor had been badly mangled. She stumbled for a moment before falling to the ground.

Atlas hurried to her aid and dragged Felina and the soldiers she saved to safety.

Majjhima had lost his mind. He was a beast of pure rage, stampeding through the cavern and smashing everything in his path. Great fissures were appearing in the walls, the ceiling, and the ground as he punched through the stone columns. Boulders large enough to crush a whole squad fell from overhead.

He was bringing the whole place down on top of them!

Cloudhawk, Dawn, and Atlas all stared in shocked horror. By the time they gathered their wits, it was too late. With its supports destroyed, the cavern suffered a catastrophic collapse.
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In the midst of a quiet day, the townspeople gasped as a thunderous noise arose. It came from underground and continued for several long moments. Confused and alarmed, they looked around for the source. 

In the west of the city, a commercial street was suddenly thrown into chaos as the streets broke apart without warning. It was followed by a deafening bang.

All at once, the whole block collapsed. Dozens of shops, homes, and businesses tumbled into an impossibly deep abyss. Fissures continued to slither from the edges like angry centipedes, opening up beneath the feet of doomed citizens who had no idea what was happening. Their screams rang out as they were swallowed by the darkness. Others wailed and ran for their lives.

“Gods above!”

“What’s happening?!”

People cried and ran in fear. Was this an earthquake? 

In fact, most Elysians couldn’t even grasp the idea of an earthquake. Floods, droughts, tornadoes, earthquakes – these sorts of natural disasters were unheard of in the land of the gods. It was the first time in the thousand-year history of Skycloud that a disaster like this had ever occurred.


109 / Deception


The strength of the power forced upon Majjhima directly correlated to the blinding pain he felt, but it did not compare to a lifetime of disappointment and regret.

He wouldn’t trade these precious seconds for several decades more of the life he was giving up. Was this his end? A long and lonely journey ending in a climax of fury?

He tore through the cavern, desperate to tear it down around them. He would die, but he would take them too. That would be enough.

Cloudhawk was unprepared for the old man to be such a threat. It was too late for him to do anything, too late to stop him. As the last of the supporting pillars were destroyed, a chain reaction of fissures began to slither over the ceiling. This underground world hundreds of meters below Skycloud would vanish at any instant.

Was he supposed to be buried here with everyone else?

Dust covered everything, hiding much of the scene from Cloudhawk’s vision. Even so, the deafening sound of rocks snapping was unmistakable. The world above was falling, and the impact would spell their end.

He clutched the phase stone around his neck. There was time, at least enough time for Cloudhawk to get free. He could make it if he left Dawn, Atlas, and the others behind.

Too late. It was really too late. He couldn’t change anything.

Cloudhawk was born a lowly scavenger, and the first half of his life had been spent scrambling through garbage. It taught him that his first priority always had to be staying alive. Staying down here was the opposite of that. He had to go!

But as time seemed to slow and the dust burned his eyes, another voice sprang up in the back of Cloudhawk’s mind. It intruded on his cowardly thoughts, telling him that there was still time, that all was not lost. He didn’t know why, but he knew that if he fled, he would never be able to face himself.

Then.

Dozens of columns fired up from the ground like a petrified bamboo forest. They rose and split, creating a stony web overhead that caught the falling ceiling. 

This was Terrangelica’s territory. Dawn alone was capable of saving them from a gruesome death, but only barely.

Blood seeped from her very pores as Dawn yelled out, “I’ve got this handled! You can’t let him succeed! He can’t-“

Her shouts were interrupted as Majjhima tried to silence her with a punch.

Dawn couldn’t move. All she could manage was to hold out her shielded arm, spare what little of her mental energy she could, and hope for the best. But between defending herself and keeping the stones from crushing them, her shields were limited.

The shell of protection shattered easily. Her relic shield caved in upon impact.

A sound like broken glass surrounded her. Majjhima’s attack would have liquefied another opponent, and even for Dawn, it left her with a number of broken bones. It was the first time in her life she’d been injured so badly, but an ingrained stubbornness surged from inside her.

The rocky ground beneath Majjhima’s feet suddenly turned to fluid. All of a sudden, he found himself covered as the very earth tried to turn him into a statue.

However, the old man merely shook himself, and the rock exploded apart.

Seeing this, Cloudhawk forced thoughts of escape from his mind. If Dawn was so obstinate as to stay here and die for the cause, how was he supposed to run like a little bitch?

Majjhima reared back for a second punch towards Dawn. Cloudhawk reacted by drawing back the string of his exorcist bow and filling it with power.

Crack! The bow broke apart in his hands when he loosed the string. A piercing beam of light struck Majjhima squarely in the chest, knocking him back several steps. The black energy that surrounded him dimmed.

But it wasn’t enough! Fear gripped Cloudhawk. How strong was this guy?! He was as deadly as a demon! Three demon hunters weren’t enough to deal with him. A whole army of them, trained specifically for this sort of confrontation, was required.

However, the strike was good enough to interrupt the madman’s attack. Cloudhawk quickly prepared to follow up.

As he did, a figure swept by as fast as lightning. A streak of sword light sharp enough to cleave the air left a trail in its wake. The stones in its path were blasted into pieces. The figure then struck again at a forty-five-degree angle with incredible speed at the exact same spot.

The black mist concealing Majjhima split to temporarily reveal the man within. 

Good enough. One well-placed shot and this fucker’s done for.

Atlas stopped as he prepared for the next onslaught, just long enough for Majjhima to pinpoint his location. He opened his mouth, and a deluge of power poured out like dragon’s breath. Atlas, with no time to dodge, swept Malady forward in an attempt to protect himself.

Another concussive blast rocked the cavern, and Atlas was thrown into a distant wall.

Atlas was strong, but he wasn’t specialized in defense. If that blow hadn’t killed him, he was at least down for the rest of the fight.

Clang! Malady went soaring through the air like a lonesome falling star. 

With a voice like a thousand shrieking souls, Majjhima shouted at them, “You will all die!”

Nothing remained of who he had been, no sense of free thought besides “kill.” He was only sustained by superhuman levels of persistence and obsession.

A silhouette streaked through the cavern, snatching Malady from the air.

This shadow didn’t give Majjhima a chance to catch his breath. Taking Atlas’ place, it used Malady to renew the assault. It hacked relentlessly at the man’s mist-clad form, and the latter’s defense was eventually breached.

Through the rage-fueled haze, Majjhima recognized Cloudhawk.

His mind was gone, but there was enough familiarity that his anger focused in on him. Majjhima’s right arm lifted, black mist gathering in his palm. When he released it, a beam of pitch-black power streaked forward at near the speed of light. Cloudhawk wasn’t as fast as Atlas, and even the assassin couldn’t evade these blows. Caught in midair, how could he hope to?

So close. So close! As the wave of destruction came crashing down, Cloudhawk was filled with a sense of denial.

Blood poured from Dawn’s mouth as, heedless of the consequences, she drew on the vestiges of her strength. Spears of earth rose up directly in front of Majjhima and stabbed at his dark protection. Though not enough to harm him, it did throw the old man off balance.

His ray of death missed Cloudhawk by mere centimeters. It screamed by and disintegrated a section of the stone wall behind him.

Cloudhawk landed safely and immediately rolled forward. His skin turned red, and heat began to sizzle off of him. He sprinted ahead, suddenly much faster than before, and broke the sound barrier in less than two seconds. He charged at Majjhima like a human bullet.

Dawn’s barrage had put him off balance, which left the madman no chance to fight back. The breach in his armor created by Atlas and Cloudhawk hadn’t yet closed. It was now or never, their one chance.

He had to land this hit!

As this final opportunity presented itself, Cloudhawk held nothing back. Not only did he put every ounce of strength he had behind the strike, he even drew on the inheritance locked within the phase stone. It catapulted him to a level of power he’d never wielded before.

For a moment, gravity held no sway over Cloudhawk.

He became a streak of light that stretched on into infinity, splitting heaven and earth. With this mystical blade severing all obstacles, it pushed through Majjhima’s body. Its vessel pierced, the black energy within him exploded in all directions.

Majjhima tumbled through the air, stopping only when he struck a wall several dozen meters away.

Cloudhawk was caught in the epicenter of the blast and was covered in blood. There was no part of his body that wasn’t somehow injured. But he wasn’t finished yet. Ignoring his injuries Cloudhawk jumped into the air, flipping half a dozen times. He nimbly kicked off falling debris as he crossed the cavern in a blink, appearing once again before the broken old man.

“You… you...”

Majjhima’s shriveled body had become even more wasted by the ordeal. He seemed to have almost shrunk to half his size, and blood dripped from everywhere.

He’d still lost! After all he’d done, all he suffered, this was how it ended!

Majjhima stretched out his hand with the last of his strength. “One day… you will… understand...”

Before he could finish the sentence, he seemed to almost collapse in on himself. He was now a husk no longer capable of speech, never again to make a sound.

Cloudhawk thought back to the day he broke the old man out of prison. Now, years later, he was the one to kill him. Shaking the sad thoughts from his mind, he looked around for the egg-shaped weapon. He found it, turned it around, and looked at the display.

Three seconds.

Shit! Too late!

Cloudhawk’s eyes widened in fear. It was too late to teleport!

He didn’t know what to do, so he fell back on the simplest thought. He raised Malady and gave the bomb a solid whack. He didn’t know if it would do anything. All he knew was this thing was about to go off and when it did, there wouldn’t even be piles of ash left to mark where they’d been. There was no alternative.

The results were surprising.

It was more fragile than he thought, and the blow cracked open the bomb’s metal casing. Moreover, the continuous jostles and impacts had damaged it, so the internal components tumbled out easily. Components… was a generous term. What fell out of the fractured casing was nothing more than rocks! 

This thing wasn’t even a normal bomb, much less an atomic one! What was going on?

The reading on the display reached zero!

One second passed. Two… three. Time crept forward, but nothing happened.

At last, it dawned on him. A fake… the fucking thing was a fake. It wasn’t supposed to explode at all.

Majjhima was tricked. And Adder? Did he know? Or was this a decoy…

“I can’t hold it anymore. Everything’s about to come down!” Dawn pulled Terrangelica from the ground with a grunt of effort. “Run. Don’t worry about me. It’s already too late!”


110 / Layers Within Layers


No more than two minutes after some semblance of calm returned to Skycloud, another loud rumbling shook its foundations. This time, the quakes were more intense than the first. The whole city seemed to undulate from it.

Chasms appeared down quaint neighborhood lanes. Their scope and range were orders of magnitude greater than the last disaster, splitting apart islands of land. They jostled and bucked, spreading towards the horizon like a sea of shattered ice. Buildings toppled, and dust hung over everything.

A group of figures appeared through the haze. One of them was dressed in a plain grey robe. It was the city’s governor together with the head of the Court of Shadows, Janus. Behind them were the heads of many prominent families and military leaders.

It was the greatest tragedy to have ever struck the city in its thousand years of history. An immediate response was required.

Governor Arcturus surveyed the destruction, brows knit close. He spoke to the people standing on either side. “This is undoubtedly the result of some foreign power. Mobilize all of our public safety officers and deal with the casualties. The rest of you, come with me. We must find out what happened.”

Frost de Winter sat astride his horse, dazzling spear in one hand and the snow-white cape that was his staple flowing behind. He was a gallant figure, stark against the destruction that surrounded him. In his left hand, he lightly held the reins of his unicorn mount, a mystical white beast that stood majestically above the rubble. Frost dismounted, rubbing the knuckles of his fist. “We seized a number of people found underground. Cloudhawk, Dawn Polaris, Atlas Umbra, and others.”

The other officers and heads of house were alarmed by the news.

Few, if any of them, knew Cloudhawk or what he might be doing caught up in this mess. Dawn and Atlas, however, were pillars of Skycloud’s next generation of rulers. How did they play into this tragedy?

Janus felt their eyes fall upon him to which he offered a tepid explanation. “Atlas and the Court of Shadows were hunting the fugitive, Cloudhawk.”

Had their underground struggle caused the calamity on the surface? Were they really capable of such destruction?

A slight frown creased Arcturus’s already glum features. “Where are they now?”

Frost replied, “It is confirmed that they were all directly involved in the incident. I’ve had them sent to the Skyden and have them under watch by my own men.”

The situation was bad. Whole blocks had been reduced to ruins. 

It was no exaggeration to say that what happened to Skycloud caused more panic than the massacre at the Blisterpeaks. Arcturus guessed that the death toll here would be in the thousands – a far cry from the tens of thousands who lost their lives in the mountains, but this happened here, in their own city, before their very eyes. It was a strike at the heart of Skycloud domain.

How could such a dramatic catastrophe go unnoticed?

Arcturus ordered the entire area locked down while they dug for bodies and survivors. Meanwhile, he and the other important members of city leadership left for the Skyden. When they arrived, they found Cloudhawk, Dawn, and Atlas still breathing though badly wounded from the affair. Their equipment had been confiscated, and they were being kept in a cell while the situation was being looked into. All of the prison guards had been replaced with soldiers, obviously to ensure they could not escape.

The cell door opened, and the room was suddenly crowded with people.

Cloudhawk was laden with countless chains and locks that kept his hands firmly fixed behind his back. He couldn’t even move his head. But, he didn’t need to. He felt the aura that filled the cell the moment they entered. These people were the true masters of Skycloud domain.

This time, Cloudhawk really didn’t know where his antics were going to land him.

Arcturus Cloude stared at the young man with a face he hadn’t seen in more than three years. There was a flash in his eyes, but his features remained calm and genial without a hint of anger. “Is there something you wish to say?”

A smirk split Cloudhawk’s face when he heard the governor’s voice. “Would you believe me?”

Arcturus’s response was even, unhurried. “If it is the truth, why should I not believe it?”

With no better option available, Cloudhawk shared his unlikely story in full.

“Who could believe such an absurd excuse?!” One among the crowd bit back with a hard, incredulous voice. “If the city was in danger, why didn’t you go directly to the governor? The city was threatened with destruction, and you three children thought you were saviors? Absolutely ridiculous! Sheer nonsense!”

Cloudhawk tried to defend himself. “We were dealing with a lightning-fast timetable here. We didn’t have the luxury to do it the right way. Besides, I was locked up as a felon right when I got back. The only person willing to believe me is General Polaris, and he isn’t here. I was out of options.”

“Pure sophistry!”

“Alright, enough. This is a grave matter that requires serious investigation.”

With that said, Arcturus and the others left, locking the cell behind them.

That same day, excavation crews picked through the ruins down into the chasms where they found proof of Cloudhawk’s claims. At least some of what he’d told them was the truth.

“There was a cavern this large, here underneath Skycloud, and nobody knew.”

“Governor, judging by the debris we found, there were a lot of protections in place to keep them hidden. It would have been difficult for anyone to know it was here.”

Arcturus looked over the parts of the caverns they’d managed to clear and said nothing.

Frost de Winter hurriedly approached. “Master, we’ve found something. You should come see for yourself.”

Arcturus and the others were lead into a section that had just recently been reopened. The scene that greeted them caused everyone’s face to stiffen.

Row after row.

Hundreds of cocoon-like incubators.

Every one of them contained a nuked humanoid body that was steeped in thick black energy. This crop seemed less developed than the ones that had awakened during the fight and were not yet functional protofiends.

“Governor… what is this?”

“These are the dark beasts Cloudhawk said were being grown here.”

The other city leaders exchanged silent glances, but the look on their faces all said the same thing: they couldn’t believe it was true. How could this exist underneath their fair city?

Arcturus approached one of the incubators. “This structure in and of itself does not contain any energy. Instead, it steals and refines the energy of our holy lands for its nefarious purpose. As the heart of our domain, Skycloud city is also the richest in holy energy. With such a surplus, it would be virtually impossible to notice if something was draining a small portion.

Everyone knew that Skycloud domain owed its prosperity to the miraculous tools of the gods that were limitless in energy and capability. Things like their airships, their street lamps, even things they used for their daily home life. None of it ever ran out of power no matter how long or often they were used.

No one knew why. They didn’t need to, for it was a gift from the gods to their faithful. It was the foundation of what made their land strong. All that was required of them was that they remained thankful and reverent.

Now, however, someone had unlocked the essence of this energy. What’s more, they had changed it to serve their own ends, converting it into some evil power to fuel these dark soldiers. It was a fact that was both sensational and nauseating.

One of the group members burst out in anger, “We should grind those Dark Atom heathens to dust!”

“You are mistaken.” The governor never took his eyes from the incubator. “No one from the Dark Atom, no Elysian, not even the men of the ancient civilization could do this. No man is capable of such power, for it goes far beyond the ken of us simple creatures. This is the domain of gods and demons.”

“You mean to say…”

“These dark creatures are similar in form to our Seraphs, though different in important ways and far simpler. This vile hatchery is not the product of any wastelander organization. It comes from something much darker and more powerful.”

Demons.

The answer was clear. All of this was the work of those evil monstrosities.

The defeat of the demonkin had happened a thousand years ago, but they were creatures bred in murder and destruction. Demons were always lurking in the shadows, ready to take advantage of the slightest weakness, plotting their return to the lands of man.

Janus’s enigmatic voice whispered through the cavern. “Reports claim the Dark Atom works with a demon. It is not impossible that they may be involved.”

“I am certain this is not Abaddon’s doing. There is no record of this in the ancient books, nor were they used in the Great War, so I suspect these fiends must have been concocted within the last millennia. Obviously, these wicked souls have been very active since their defeat. Progress as we see here cannot be achieved overnight. It takes time, careful study – Abaddon does not meet these criteria.”

He paused for a moment and then added more.

“More importantly, whoever is behind this managed to do it all under our very noses. This can mean only one thing: they are deeply embedded within our city. To penetrate to this level would take a decade, perhaps longer. I suspect that by now, its influence has reached into the power structure of Skycloud, perhaps even the highest levels. If the Dark Atom had achieved such success, this would not be the result we would see.”

The others with Arcturus were struck dumb. Sidelong glances were cast all around. Was someone here an agent of the demons? One of their own? If that were true, then the implications were too terrible to imagine.

“Be at ease. There are certainly spies but not necessarily among you. It could be someone you have regular contact with. From this point forward, we must all be more cautious in our dealings.”

“Yes, indeed!”

Arcturus listlessly motioned with his finger, and a stream of light flashed out like lightning. The bolt struck one of the incubators and raced through it in an instant. Then another, and another. In the blink of an eye, the entire room was flickering with lightning. The cocoons – and their foul contents – were destroyed.

“Make sure that news of what we’ve discovered here does not spread. We must continue our investigation into the work of these demons in secret. Anyone who breathes a word of this will be dealt with. Harshly.”

A chill ran through the lords and officers. They weren’t sure whether it was from his electrical display of might or the brief murderous threat in his voice.

His demands were reasonable. If the public were to learn of what happened here, who knew what sort of chaos would ensue?

Arcturus ordered his men to continue the search. So far, the primeval weapon Cloudhawk mentioned had not been found. The Elysian nobles were loath to believe such a terrible thing could exist in their backyard, but after seeing the breeding grounds, they realized all manner of dark things were possible. They could only rest once a thorough search was completed.

After several more hours, another collection of incubators was uncovered, but no sign of the weapon turned up. No evidence was found to suggest it ever existed at all. Without it, Cloudhawk would be hard-pressed to explain why he’d been forced to create such a scene.

There were still so many dubious parts to his story. Things were only going to get more difficult.


111 / Remanded to the Temple


Cloudhawk had a long time to think during the several days he was kept in custody. From the beginning, there was something about this whole ordeal that didn’t seem right. It was like he was on rails, led by the nose from the moment he arrived at Skycloud. Clues were easily gathered. His objective was quickly located, and the “crisis” was averted just in time. It was all just too… structured.

Cloudhawk had the uncomfortable sensation that he was being used.

His first instinct was that the Dark Atom may have deceived the Sanctum of Judgment and left out a false bomb for them to pilfer. However, it was just as likely that the Sanctum was the one doing the fooling. After all, getting a bomb past the numerous checkpoints and other hurdles was incredibly difficult. There were a lot of opportunities for things to go wrong and only one way it could all go in their favor.  Was it really worth the risk when they had just one of these weapons?

What’s more, there was no sign of the Church’s higher-ups being present. The Crimson One, Wyrmsole, Adder – a task as important as this wasn’t going to be left in the hands of an underling like Revenant, right? There was no logical explanation.

He was wrong. From the beginning, he’d had it all wrong. That’s why he felt like he was being played.

Was this what they wanted from the beginning? But towards what purpose?

Meanwhile, Cloudhawk was stuck here, helpless, left to lick his wounds and to wait for the next act in this sordid play. His body’s improved regeneration had him healed in two days, which left him plenty of time to brood over his situation.

Today, Caspian had managed to slip away and visited in secret. He was drenched in sweat, and anxiety was clear on his face. He called out in his sharp, high-pitched voice. “Ah, my dearest Cloudhawk, your head’s really slated for the chopping block this time.”

Cloudhawk was tied up like a sacrificial lamb, excessive measures to make sure he didn’t escape again. He was wrapped in ancient chains from the era of the Great War, used by demon hunters for their most dangerous criminals. He didn’t know what sort of powers these chains had, only that once they locked him down, he felt much weaker. Somehow, they were suppressing his mental energies.

He opened his eyes and stared at the Overseer. Words dripped from his lips, thick with irritation. “I appreciate that, sissy boy. Maybe next time you can come with some good fucking news for a change.”

“What good news are you expecting?!” Caspian knelt down before him. “Do you know how many people are out looking for that bomb you claim was brought into the city? They’re everywhere, inside the city and out. Peace officers, guards, military, no one has found a trace. How do you explain that?”

“I’m confident in my intelligence but may have been wrong in my assumptions. But just because Skycloud city wasn’t attacked doesn’t mean that other important areas of the domain aren’t in danger. Besides, the protofiends we found below the city were real. We stumbled onto them by mistake and stopped a credible threat before it had time to mature. Is that not good enough?”

“Cloudhawk, Boss, let me put it this way. What you did will never be made public. They’ll act like everything you did under the city never happened. But they can’t hide the deaths of thousands of civilians, and someone has to be held accountable for that. The city leadership will choose someone to take the fall.”

Caspian swallowed hard and continued.

“It doesn’t matter what you found or how many threats you dealt with. Compared to the disaster that happened before the eyes of everyone in the city, it doesn’t matter. You did this as an escaped criminal. No one can help you.”

Cloudhawk inwardly railed against the bleak words. Were they going to put all the blame for this on his head?

They didn’t see how strong those protofiends were. If they’d been allowed to mature, the scope of destruction would far outstrip what happened a few days ago. Cloudhawk had saved the city from a danger they didn’t even know existed! Was that a mistake?

“Don’t think General Polaris will be able to protect you either. He’s in enough trouble as it is and protecting just his daughter will require a lot of clout.” Caspian’s face was sad. “Honestly… I can’t help you. You need to fend for yourself.”

Cloudhawk’s temper flared. “Then, what the fuck did you come down here for?! To tell me to make peace with my death?”

Caspian shrugged. “Since you’re here, I can record anything you want the world to know once you’re dead. We were brothers-in-arms once. This is what I can do. Oh, and I was hoping by the way to hear any news about Gabriel.”

Who the hell would call a sissy prick like you a brother?! Cloudhawk was preparing a particularly choice string of curses when he was interrupted by the sound of footsteps.

The footfalls were gentle, but there was something about them that made the whole of Skyden appear to shake. When he heard them, Caspian’s face turned paler than normal like a mouse suddenly finding itself surrounded by a clowder of cats. [1] Cloudhawk could almost hear his teeth chatter as he said, “Te…Templars!”

A group of soldiers in glistening armor appeared in the hall. They were led by a graceful-looking man in his middle years who was pale of face and had a thin strap of a beard along his chin. His armor marked him as the second-in-command of the Templars, titled Seneschal. His left hand rested on the Templar sword resting on his hip, which only added to his heroic and cultured bearing.

Caspian made a show of bowing when the man approached. “I am your humble servant, Overseer Caspian Black. It is an honor to receive you, acting Grand Prior Mist.”

The Templar Order was the mightiest fighting force in all of Skycloud. They were few in number, but every one of them was a squad unto themselves. They operated differently from other military units and often only dispatched one or two of their number for a given mission. Only the most serious tasks were given the dubious honor of a whole unit.

Most Templars were required to stay within the Temple. They were the last, greatest line of defense for the realm and the Temple itself.

Several years ago, the Templar Grand Prior – Vulkan the War Saint – led an entire regiment of Templars out on an unauthorized mission that resulted in their complete annihilation. It was the worst defeat the Temple suffered in a hundred years. 

After his predecessor was removed from his post, the Order’s second-in-command, Phain, became acting Grand Prior. Although Phain wasn’t the true leader of the Order yet, he was its most outstanding member. His skills were more than adequate to bring honor to the position.

Phain presented Caspian with his token. “Have this prisoner remanded into the Temple’s custody at once.”

The acting Grand Prior was forceful and articulate. He did not speak with the typical overbearing attitude of a man in power, but his tone indicated that he would not tolerate any question to his authority.

Caspian was merely a glorified jailer. What right did he have to disobey a direct order from the Grand Prior himself? What’s more, this order came directly from the Temple. He had no choice but to bow and order Cloudhawk’s transfer to the ones who would determine his fate.

Cloudhawk was brought out from his cell, still chained hand and foot, and flanked by eight Templars. He caught a glimpse of Dawn and Atlas who were enjoying similar treatment.

I sure as shit dug myself into a hole this time. He wasn’t sure how he felt about having Dawn fall in after him.

Dawn didn’t have Cloudhawk’s supernatural healing ability, and her wounds were serious. She was pale, almost bloodless, and with her equipment taken, she was left with nothing but a soiled robe to cover herself. Two Templars kept her standing.

But it was she who sighed in relief when she saw that Cloudhawk was ok. She limply waggled her hands towards him and shouted down the hall, “Cloudhawk, don’t worry! So long as I’m here, you have nothing to worry about. Doesn’t matter what happens, my grandfather will handle everything. He’ll make sure justice is upheld!”

Phain’s knife-like eyebrows wrinkled. “Silence!”

Dawn looked back at the Grand Prior, and the fight drained out of her.

Cloudhawk had heard of the Templars, of course, but beyond that, he didn’t know very much about the Order at all. It was obvious by the look of things now that they were a very important player in Skycloud.

Obviously, there was a reason the Temple and its warriors were so highly respected. For one thing, nearly all of the relics used by Skycloud’s demon hunters came from the Temple. Not just that, but all of the magnificent tools and equipment that made this land so prosperous came from them as well.

In a way, they could be described as a liaison – a bridge between the Elysian lands and Sumeru, the mountain of the gods. They controlled the bounty the gods bestowed. As such, even though the Temple did not involve itself in the day-to-day administration of the domain, it was nonetheless arguably its most important party.

Had the tragedy that fell upon Skycloud stirred the Temple?

Cloudhawk was brought to the majestic Temple that was floating overhead and beyond the reach of most normal citizens. The interior was heavily guarded by a contingent of Seraphs that stood silently at attention along the hallways. Standing there, unmoving, they were almost indistinguishable from statues. Each one was over three meters tall.

Seraphs weren’t mere guards, of course. They were the protectors and repairers of the city. Although the disaster had claimed several city blocks, the streets and buildings would be back good as new in seven days.

These puppets, brimming with the powers of creation, were immortal and commanded limitless power so long as they remained within the domain.

Cloudhawk had only just entered the Temple when he felt a palpable sense of danger wash over him. It was a suffocating aura released by something of incredible strength. He lifted his head, and there before the doors – nearly three meters tall while lying down – was a breathtaking animal. Cloudhawk had never seen anything like it. The creature was utterly fantastical.

Its body looked like it had been chiseled from a single block of spotless white jade. If not for the steady movement of its chest as it slumbered and the steady blasts of frigid air from its nostrils, Cloudhawk wouldn’t have believed it wasn’t some kind of sculpture.

Its appearance was something between a lion and a tiger, inspiring awe just at a glance. Its streamlined body was sleek and powerful and was blanketed by a pair of wings that also looked like they had been made from precious stone. Its long, thick tail was covered in scales like a fish and refracted the light. Even asleep, its mere presence was enough to have men shaking in their boots.

He also felt the resonance of a relic. This was no ordinary creature.

A divine beast. A very strong divine beast.

Cloudhawk’s Templar entourage had no intention of disturbing the jade creature, yet it sensed something as they passed. Its deep blue eyes rolled open and, before anyone knew what was happening, it leaped down from its sleeping platform.

The area was immediately entrenched in biting cold. Several of the Templars were startled and staggered back.

A biting energy washed over Cloudhawk, and he looked up at the beast whose head alone was nearly half his size. It peered down at him, and he looked back at it, man and beast separated by perhaps twenty centimeters. Ice started to accumulate on Cloudhawk’s eyebrows and hair.

What’s going on?

Phain walked over to the creature. “It’s alright, Anima. They have permission to enter from the High Priest.”

The creature stared at Cloudhawk for a long time. Though an animal, there was clearly a deep intelligence in those eyes. If it could speak, it would express its bewilderment, but it merely snorted and returned to lay beside the door.

Phain turned his eyes briefly towards Cloudhawk and spoke in a flat voice. “This is the jade guardian, protector of the Temple. It has protected our halls for a millennium with its strength and has a preternatural ability to sense trouble.”

Cloudhawk didn’t understand.

“Simply put, if there really was a weapon or Dark Atom plot that threatened the Temple, it would tell us. In all its years of service, that alarm has never been raised.”

It was a roundabout way of saying that Cloudhawk’s claims of danger were lies.

This power and the beast that bore it were unknown to Cloudhawk, of course. Even Dawn had never heard of it. Of course, if it had never used this power in a thousand years, who really knew if it was true or not? But so far, there was no proof of Cloudhawk’s claims of city-wide destruction. And whether or the not creature sensed it, it sure seemed like his judgment was flawed.

The large double doors granting entrance to the Temple slowly opened.

Cloudhawk figured he had gotten himself into serious trouble but not to the point where the Temple would get involved. He didn’t know what waited for him on the other side of those doors.

Maybe some people were just not destined to play the hero.

Cloudhawk knew it well. He had a destiny, but it had nothing to do with being a hero. Whatever it was, he never would have guessed this was where fate would bring him.

1. Yes, that is what a group of cats is called. I had to look it up. Your subscription dollars at work.


112 / Verdict


The Temple was more than just the heart of Skycloud city.

Were one’s eyes sharp enough, one would discover that the Temple was situated at the center of the entire domain. In fact, it was precise down to the smallest unit, a feat far beyond mankind’s construction capabilities. There was no way to describe it other than a miracle from the gods themselves.

Every morning and every evening, the citizens of Skycloud knelt in prayer before the Temple. People in other cities shared the tradition and always faced the distant center of their faith. Every church and place of worship in the domain was built with its façade in the direction of the Temple.

Cloudhawk’s nerves were on edge, so he hardly noticed the grandiose and opulent interior. However, there were some things that struck him even if he didn’t see them directly.

From the outside, the Temple was a towering structure, but in some way he could not explain, it seemed like the inside was several times larger.  It defied logic like walking into a three-meter tall room only to find its ceiling was six meters high. But, that was exactly what it was like in this place.

Phain brought Cloudhawk and the others towards an expansive audience hall that was suspended in the air. It was spotless, immaculately kept, and without blemish. All around was sky and, as the clouds wafted by, they adopted all different hues. 

A dozen metal-forged depictions of the gods were arranged all around with the hanging audience hall situated in the middle. Walking through, it felt like the gods were watching, which made it hard to breathe.

Cloudhawk was sure that this was no illusion. The interior had to be bigger than it looked on the outside. 

Some method in the way they constructed the Temple was the culprit, certainly. That method somehow fixed the volume within and turned a structure a dozen meters tall into a palatial expanse that measured a hundred cubic meters or more.

It went against the laws of physics, but who could fathom the mystical powers of the gods? Humans said it was impossible because humans were too ignorant.

Cloudhawk was led down a long bridge that was enveloped in colorful clouds. Walking through it created the illusion that they were traipsing through the heavens. Eventually, they reached the magnificent hanging hall.

The Templars fanned out to the left and right. Taking up their stations, weapons in hand, they looked like a cadre of holy effigies standing in mute supplication.

Cloudhawk’s eyes trailed up the terraced stairs towards the apex where he could make out a group of figures. Seated in the center was a figure all in white, ancient and kind of countenance with the soothing presence of an immortal being.

Two platforms were arrayed below the old man to his left and right, each with its own occupant. One was wrapped in red and solemnly bearing a black scepter. The other wore robes of aquamarine and carried a volume that poured irradiant light.

An old man in white. Another in red, scepter held forth. One in blue, bearing a brilliant tome. These were the High Priest of the Temple and his two Cardinals.

Phain was reverential in their presence. As Grand Prior, he was not inferior in rank to the Cardinals, but they did have the authority to direct the Templars. There was also the High Priest, who stood above them all.

Cloudhawk noted that he couldn’t see them very clearly. It wasn’t because they were far away or because of the clouds that surrounded them. His eyes were keener than his namesake, especially after the continuous improvements his body had undergone. He could even see through cloud cover and mist to an extent.

No, there was something blocking his vision that made their images vague and indistinguishable aside from general details. He couldn’t pick out their faces.

After a few minutes, the multicolored clouds gradually dispersed. Skycloud’s highest authorities were revealed through the haze.

They had to be on some sort of moving platform, but the clouds made it look like they were magically floating through the heavens. Governor Arcturus Cloude was among them, looking down over the crowd from his lofty vantage.

“There is no need to go over the events of the past few days.”

Arcturus occupied the platform closest to the High Priest. Both were equal in height and respect; one was the spiritual leader of the realm, and the other was its highest government authority. The governor, speaking first, paused as his calm voice reverberated through the hall. Every syllable was clear.

“Today, before the High Priest, we will determine how this matter shall be put to rest. Illustrious colleagues, what say you?”

“The charges against them are without contest. Obvious are the maleficent consequences of their actions, and we can proceed directly to sentencing. Atlas Umbra was performing his duties in defense of the law but failed in those duties. In this failure, he allowed for great harm to come to the people of Skycloud and should be punished appropriately. Dawn Polaris was aware of Cloudhawk’s fugitive status and yet still chose to follow him towards catastrophe. She is also culpable and should be stripped of her title of Templar along with all the rights and duties it entails. As for Cloudhawk, the instigator of dubious background and unclear motives, there is still much about this that remains unclear, and serious punishments shall be levied once the truth has come to light.”

“I wholeheartedly agree with this verdict!”

“As do I!”

The judgment was fair, and the responsibility of all parties involved appeared obvious. The gathered ministers and clergy raised their voice in agreement.

“I do not accept your verdict!” A sharp voice answered them from the platform below. Despite her heavy chains, Dawn shot to her feet in defiance. “High Priest, Cloudhawk is being treated unjustly. He is guilty of nothing other than wanting to save our city. The fact that you are willing to lay the responsibility at his feet is a travesty! What about the Dark Atom agents that were allowed to thrive below our very feet? Do you accept no responsibility for that?”

Her accusatory words drew ire from the authorities passing judgment. While they knew this daughter of the Polaris family was unruly, her willingness to sling mud even in the face of such dire circumstances was untenable. She was inviting her own destruction by openly warring with Skycloud’s masters. 

“Kneel!” Phain roughly kicked the back of her knees, forcing her back onto the ground. He glared at her and growled in low tones, “Keep your mouth shut.”

Pain and rage wracked her, and the sweat that soaked through her robes dripped onto the stones beneath her. However, defiance still raged inside her. Dawn gritted her teeth, ready to rise again. She knew that if this farce were allowed to continue, Cloudhawk was as good as dead. No one would be able to save him.

Phain glanced at the Templars nearby. A pair of them approached and kept Dawn firmly on her knees.

Cloudhawk glanced her way and saw that Dawn was preparing to say more. With a shake of his head and a smirk, he flicked his finger. A small field of silence fell over her to make sure she didn’t dig that hole any deeper.

Cloudhawk was no fool. Now that he was here, there was no going back. If Dawn kept up as she was, the only thing she’d accomplish was putting her neck in the noose beside his.

His remarkable act of using a relic’s power without a relic wasn’t easily detected, so no one noticed.

Yet, all of a sudden, the old High Priest – who had been sitting in silence with his eyes closed – suddenly opened his eyes and fixed them on Cloudhawk but did not speak.

The Governor waited for things to settle down. “Does Cloudhawk have anything to say in his defense?

“Dawn has nothing to do with any of this. She didn’t know I’d escaped from the Skyden, and I was the one who convinced her to go with me to the underground. The consequences are mine to bear, so if you need to punish someone, then punish me and leave Dawn out of it. This was one person’s doing and should be one person’s responsibility.”

Cloudhawk wasn’t the least bit cowed by this high and mighty crowd.

He was under no illusions that anything he said would be heard here. They would do whatever they wanted regardless of what a small voice like his had to say. Trying to escape repercussions was pointless. It would only make them more determined to make Cloudhawk an example.

However, Dawn had been implicated in all this, and that was his fault. It was a bitter pill to swallow, a result of youthful ignorance. He lacked the experience to know, but now, he did. There were consequences for acting rashly, and he would be more careful next time… well, if there was a next time.

Under the circumstances, there was nothing more he could do. He was nobody, and there was nothing about him or his station to take pride in. However, he was brave, principled, and stubborn.

You wanna make me your whipping boy, eh? Fuck it, bring it on. I can take it! 

The least he could do was make sure his friends weren’t caught in the blast.

When Dawn heard him, her eyes went wide. “Cloudhawk, you bastard, are you crazy? This isn’t the time for your nonsense!”

However, Cloudhawk had stolen her voice, so no sound could be heard.

He rose to his feet, facing his accusers with his back straight. He stood before the realm’s most powerful men and women, before its spiritual leader, before the eyes of the gods, and though he was an ant before them, he was still defiant. When he spoke, his voice rang through the hall.

“We all know by now there is nothing I can say that will justify my actions in your eyes, but there is something I want to say to you self-righteous people. You spit on wastelanders, but those weak outsiders are survivors. They’ve fought tooth and nail over the last thousand years just for the right to live. They have more worth and potential than you in your blessed bounty can ever imagine.”

“My only aim is to do everything in my power to stop the fighting, stop the greed and ambition that causes it. I only want there to be fewer innocent victims. So while my actions may not be in line with your values, there are in line with mine. My conscience is clear. I don’t believe I’ve done anything wrong. You can punish me however you like, but I will not accept fault!”

Dawn’s face hardened at his declaration. 

He took her by surprise. All of a sudden, she felt like she never really knew him at all. His innermost self, his ideals, his conviction. Maybe even Cloudhawk didn’t fully know what was buried deep inside, but it was now coming to the surface to influence his actions.

Atlas raised his head and regarded the fugitive. For a moment, there was a glimmer of respect in those black eyes. In the face of this overwhelming situation, he wasn’t going to defend his actions? His humble appearance hid a more tenacious truth inside. There was a dignity deep in his bones that was unmatched.

Arcturus spent no more time asking questions. His eyes swept across those gathered, and for a short time, they discussed in private. Soon, they were in agreement. The punishments proposed were seen as fair and just.

“Cloudhawk will be consigned to the stake! His sentence will be carried out by the acting Grand Prior of the Templar Order, Phain Mist!”

Dawn and Atlas would be given their sentence when more was uncovered.

Arcturus, the High Priest, and the cardinals did not oppose the judgment. The matter was settled.

Tears that had been gathering in Dawn’s eyes finally began to fall. She raised her head and looked at Cloudhawk, her only friend, and couldn’t help but ask, “Do you think it was worth it?”

What was she asking? Whether it was worth it to blindly come rushing back to save Skycloud only to be unfairly branded a criminal and sentenced to death? Or if it was worth it to shoulder all the responsibility and refuse to defend himself so he didn’t drag a friend down with him?

Maybe both.

“No.” His offered a curt reply, but there was a flash of mirth in his dark eyes. “But I’m happy. This was my decision, and I stayed true to who I am. Don’t feel bad. Take care… bye.”

Cloudhawk was dragged away by a pair of Templars.

He looked so alone as they carried him away. 

Dawn raised her head once again to that lofty dais and glared with hatred. It was the first time she saw something so ugly and grotesque and unreasonable in their holy city. If the gods were real and cared for justice, why would they let this happen to Cloudhawk?

She hated that there wasn’t anything she could do about it.


113 / A Gift to the Wastelands


Sandbar Station had become a lifeless settlement. Open a window and all one saw were patrolling Elysian soldiers. Its entrance had become an impromptu execution site, and heads were stacked high in three separate piles. Ashes from the incinerated corpses were carried on the wind and kept the city in a perpetual haze.

Adder’s bar still had no patrons.

But that didn’t mean it was empty. Twenty to thirty children were busily cleaning the place with duster cloths, happily working. Even at their young age, they knew the bar was their only refuge. On the other side of that door was certain death.

There was no such thing as a free meal, so everyone contributed how they were able. Otherwise, their option was starvation and pain.

Luciasha watched over the children who averaged about ten years old, each striving to prove their worth. She couldn’t help but feel sad for these homeless children who’d had their roots cut out from under them. They were hopeless, without a place to feel safe or loved. Only someone who had experienced it for herself could ever really understand what they were going through.

“Rest, all of you. We aren’t expecting any patrons.”

But just as Luciasha said this, there was a loud bang behind her.

An Elysian officer kicked the door open, and a squad of men with swords and bows poured in. Without a moment’s pause, they started flipping over tables and smashing furniture. The sudden ferocity made everyone in the bar freeze.

Children scattered, hiding wherever they could under tables and behind the bar.

Adder’s henchmen were afraid for their necks but remembered what the boss had told them. They stood, attempting to stop the soldiers from causing further damage. “Stop! You can’t-”

Shtick – thunk!

Crossbow bolts fell upon the man before he had a chance to finish his sentence. In an instant, the unfortunate man was a pincushion with bolts sprouting all over his body. The others who thought about getting in the soldiers’ way shouted in fear and surprise and thought better of it.

Luciasha was also terrified. Did these soldiers not realize this was Adder’s bar? He had a token of a high-ranking demon hunter. When did soldiers start to disregard the authority of demon hunters?!

“Adder has been declared a traitor and an enemy of Skycloud. Everyone here is considered an accomplice and will be given no quarter. Gather them up!” The officer stood in the center of the bar, his shoulders back and his hand on his sword. He gave the order in a cold, callous voice. “Kill anyone who resists.”

Luciasha’s face went as white as a sheet.

Obviously, something had happened to her adopted father, and his name wasn’t going to protect them. Without it, the bar was no longer safe.

The children knew this was bad. They cried and ran in a panic, trying to escape. Soldiers raised their crossbows, aiming at the tiny bodies.

Filled with a courage she didn’t know she had, Luciasha threw herself in front of them. “Don’t kill the children! They’re innocent. I’ll go with you.”

“It’s not up to you to decide who is innocent!” The officer’s face was cruel, and disdain dripped from his voice. “Leaving these rats alive is only inviting trouble down the road. The evil of the wastelands must be erased. Kill all of them!”

“No!” Luciasha screamed in despair.

But, the order was given. Soldiers leveled their weapons and placed their fingers on their triggers. But just as they were ready to fire, a streak of light burst through the bar from outside. It tore directly through the officer’s head to the other side of the room and left a fist-sized hole in the wall.

The other soldiers froze for a moment before shock and anger overtook them. They stared, unsure of how to react as their officer, now missing two-thirds of his head, tumbled backward. All that was left of his skull was bits of brain matter and his lower jaw.

“Who?!”

The soldiers turned around and were stunned by what they saw. Those soldiers left outside to catch stragglers were dead to a man, brutally hacked to death. Whoever or whatever had ended them was definitely a highly-trained killer.

“Careful! It’s an ambush!”

For the first time since taking control of Sandbar Station, they were under serious attack. Elysian soldiers were trained not to fear anything, so with stoic expressions, they whipped around and aimed their weapons towards where the attack had come from. Without even seeing their target, they fired a volley.

The hail of arrows shot towards the partially-opened door. In an instant, it was blasted to splinters.

One of the higher-ranked among them quickly dropped his crossbow and pulled the changeable weapon that was standard Elysian equipment from his back. He kicked open the ruined door and charged outside, but before he could, he died without even spotting his foe. The soldier’s head was easily severed from his neck and went flying through the air while his body stumbled five or six steps forward before realizing what had happened.

“Heathens! Everyone, charge!”

Fury spurred the soldiers on, and they filed outside to hunt their attackers. They were met with blades faster than the eye could follow as a dozen figures clad in black cut them down. Only two of the men in black were slain by the time the Elysians were dead. Clearly, there was a great discrepancy between the capabilities of these two forces. 

A man appeared among them. He was large and was wrapped in a black cloak with his hair cut short and scars across the corner of his eyes. He was average in appearance, but something about his presence left a deep impression. A warm, lopsided grin was stuck on his face. “I’m sorry. I was gone for a while.”

“Father!”

Luciasha threw herself into Adder’s arms.

After three years together, Adder considered Luciasha no differently than a daughter. Nor did it matter who Adder was. To Luciasha, she was her father. For him, he’d never met a purer and more unsullied spirit than hers. To her, he was the unshakable mountain that shaded her and lifted her up.

Adder patted her head. “Come with me.”

She raised her head and looked at him with surprise and concern. “Where are we going?”

“The Sandbar is no longer safe. We need to find somewhere else.”

“But the children...” She looked back at the kids who were just starting to peek their heads out from hiding. “I can’t just leave them here.”

“Asha, you’re a good girl. I know this is hard, but in order to protect people, you need to have the strength and the means to do it. We can’t take this many with us.”

Luciasha bit her lip. She knew there was truth to what her father was saying, but how could she face these dozens of tiny faces and tell them they were being abandoned?

“We have no more use for the bar. Tell them they can take whatever food they can carry. At least it will give them a chance. Whether or not they make it will be up to them from now on.” Adder gently took his daughter by the shoulders and looked her in the eyes. “You need to understand, saving someone isn’t as simple as providing food and a warm place to sleep. Eventually, they will need to learn how to strive for themselves.”

Her work with these children was done, she knew that. While Luciasha might not like it, she didn’t have any right to talk back to the man who had given her so much. She begrudgingly nodded. “Alright, I’ll do as you say.”

He smiled. “Actually, I’ve prepared a gift. A gift for all the wastelands. Will you join me in witnessing this moment?”

Luciasha nodded.

A man in red robes strode up to their side. “This place leaves a thread, enough for demon hunters skilled in tracking to follow. Should we raze it?”

“No. We called this place home for five years. I want to leave it here, a monument to what was. As for the Elysians, you don’t need to worry. I wouldn’t make such a careless mistake.”

Adder picked his way across the corpse-strewn street while the others followed. A team of ox-driven carts was waiting to bring them away from the outpost. As they made for the exit, the caravan passed by Cloudhawk’s shop. Waiting outside was a small girl with tattered clothes and brilliant blue eyes.

“Azura, when Cloudhawk comes back tell him I had to go. Tell him not to worry.”

She didn’t answer. The small girl watched in silence as the caravan trundled away into the distance.
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Blood-red hues painted the evening sky as the day drew to a close. The undulating desert stopped where razor-sharp mountains groped for the clouds.

Luciasha followed Adder to the rocky desert mountains where, from its peaks, one could see far into the distance. Up here, the dunes looked flat and spread to the limits of one’s vision where it met the burning sky.

If she had Cloudhawk’s eyes, then at the very farthest reaches of her sight, she would be able to see a golden line, a shining border in the distance. It wasn’t the fading sun reflected on the clouds or a mirage from the intense heat. It was the border wall that separated Skycloud from the wastelands.

Luciasha didn’t know why her father had brought her all the way out here, but she was a clever girl. There were no probing questions or complaints. She knew Adder had a reason for everything he did.

A few moments passed, and a fog rolled in. It was small, localized, and in fact, as Luciasha watched, it gathered into the form of a woman. She stumbled as she appeared and fell to her knees, panting. Dried blood caked her face. She was badly wounded but paid the injuries no mind. A raspy voice slipped from her throat.

“It is done.”

Luciasha recognized her. Revenant, wasn’t it? The mysterious shadow that was always at her father’s side. Her mask and turban were gone, leaving her raven-black hair free to fall around her face.

She could count on one hand how many times they’d encountered one another, but this was the first time Luciasha saw her real face. Like so many others, she was surprised to learn Revenant was a woman.

Adder helped steady her and checked her pulse with a free hand. His dark brows knit tight before he produced a pill from his clothes. “You’ve taken some significant damage. Eat this.”

There was a wave of vitality in her solemn, inscrutable eyes. She looked up at him briefly before lowering her gaze and taking the medicine in silence.

“This time, you have suffered on our behalf.” Adder’s frame was outlined by the light of the setting sun. The stark lighting made him look indomitable, but in his voice, there was a note of reproach and apology. “All you’ve done over the years… it is enough. More than sufficient for the life that was saved. More and more, I have the ominous feeling that life will not end well for those like me. If you like, you can choose to leave. Make your own way. It would be better for you.”

Revenant closed her eyes for a moment. When she opened them again, they were filled with determination. “You know I do not follow just to pay a debt.”

All things considered, Luciasha hadn’t many life experiences, but she immediately recognized that look in Revenant’s eyes, the look of a girl in love. Although she didn’t have the words, it was clear to anyone paying attention.

Did her father not see? He had to, but he didn’t show it.

Adder knew what sort of man he was and what sort of life he led. Commitments and a future were not things he could give.

As she pondered this, an uncomfortable sensation rose in Luciasha’s chest. Her mind went to Squall. These two men were similar in so many ways. What were they carrying that bowed their shoulders so much?

Her foster father shut his eyes, feeling for something. Wind blown from the Elysian lands gently caressed his lined features. He let the breeze take him back to when he was a child. It was an evening long ago, just him and his dear cousin Selene. They were toughening themselves by climbing a mountain peak and reached it just as dusk was claiming the day. He remembered how happy he’d felt.

Those were the days he looked upon most fondly. He believed Selene probably thought back on them with joy too. But, happy days were fleeting…

When had it all started to change?

The gods wanted to imprison everyone in their neatly painted circles, but there were always things you could not control. Like the wind. Like a man’s heart. Like dreams and a sense of duty.

The gods were not omnipotent. They couldn’t control everything no matter their ambitions. And if they weren’t omnipotent, then they weren’t really gods.

Adder would never forget the day his father lost faith. The pain, the guilt, the drinking. He’d watched his father descend step by step from a champion of the gods to a bitter adversary. He also watched the confident and happy Selene allow vengeance to fester in her soul. She’d become a ghost of a person with no aim but to exact vengeance.

Yes… he’d seen so much absurd reality. All the way back then, that was when he knew his purpose.

He’d chosen a path of sin where curses would eternally be spat upon his name. Even if it was a path that led to disaster, to pain, maybe even to death. But, there were some things a man could not ignore or escape.

Some missions had to be undertaken.

Humans weren’t cattle. They weren’t meant for captivity. Mankind had to rise up. They had to be free.

But like beasts domesticated for too long, some would not be accustomed. There was destined to be many who could not adjust after being fattened at the hands of their masters. Yet, if this was the only performance that would change the world, then he was willing to be the one who played the overture.

He slowly opened his eyes. “It’s getting dark.”

Luciasha followed his eyes towards the distance. The setting sun had vanished, and darkness had come to claim the sky.

Suddenly, without warning…

A blinding light shattered the encroaching night, far in the distance. The starry sky was as bright as day again for an instant as though the sun had clawed its way back from sleep. It was several minutes later that the sound of a blast reached them.

Even at such a great distance, Luciasha still felt the earth tremble beneath her feet.

As the light faded from blinding white to angry red, it illuminated the mushroom-shaped cloud rising from the earth. When the sound finally reached them, it was like a hundred thousand stampeding horses. The intensity of it was almost deafening. She couldn’t imagine what it was like closer to… whatever that was.

Adder watched as that thin golden light vanished within the red glare. The explosion’s epicenter was the heart of Skycloud’s border wall. Taking advantage of the border forces’ weakened state after the Blisterpeaks, he’d slipped the ancient weapon into the heavily fortified area. None of them knew a thing even as their bodies were incinerated by atomic fire.

Outside forces had tried and failed for years to overcome the Skycloud border wall. Only one thing was capable of bringing it down, and Adder had made sure it got there. With the heart of their defenses in ruin, it would not be long before their precious walls collapsed entirely.

For a thousand years, it had stood as the border between Skycloud and the wastelands. Now, it was gone. There was no longer a distinction between the Elysian lands and the wastes. From now on, wastelanders could enter Skycloud as they pleased. That painted circle, that gilded cage could no longer hold nor protect those blinded zealots. This moment… this glorious moment heralded the birth of a new era.

Luciasha stared wide-eyed at the historic scene. She was, of course, blind to the importance of it and was merely awed by its fury and drama. She hardly noticed when the first few drops of coolness struck her cheek. She gently reached out her palm and watched the moisture gather. Water…. Rain.

Rain!

Rain out of nowhere with no warning and for no reason!

Luciasha had lived all her life in the wastelands, and to those like her, rain was a thousand times more precious than gold. She’d never seen a storm like this.

With such an incredible bounty of rain came the promise of life!

As the walls fell, a deluge of energy poured from the Elysian lands. It swept across the wastes like a swarm of animals long held at bay. Where it touched, grass sprang from arid ground. Snow-white wildflowers grew and bloomed in the blink of an eye. Up and down the rolling hills surrounding them, a blanket of charming green appeared. 

Skycloud’s grand wall wasn’t just a symbol. Its vast expanse was more than mere protection.

Why was it that their great machines could fly in the air forever but fell the moment they left that border? Why was the land stark and dead on one side of their wall and a green paradise on the other?

It was because the wall was not just a wall. It was a coil placed there by the gods, trapping their energy inside. It was a sort of barrier, a containment field that kept the grace of the gods firmly locked away.

The instant it was destroyed, thousands of kilometers of desert were brought back to life. 

And the Elysian lands were robbed of much of its excess vitality.

All at once, the wastelands were not so desolate. Skycloud was no more a place of miracles.

“We have changed the world.”

Adder looked out over the scene he had orchestrated. His eyes burned with something that approached mania. From now on, there were no Elysian lands. He raised his arms up high and screamed at the looming heavens in a resounding voice.

“From now on, the people no longer need to fear hunger! Not a single soul more will die from thirst! At last, all men and women who walk this earth will be seen as equals!”

He dropped his eyes back to the world below, beaming with pride and elation. He knew what consequences this act would bring, but he did it anyway. Whatever was to be his end, history would remember him because he was the architect of a new age.

“This is the gift I give to the wastelands.” He paused and then smiled.

“Do you like it?”


114 / Unparalleled Disaster


Cloudhawk was kept in the Skyden under Templar guard. Even the prison Overseer wasn’t given permission to see him.

The Temple’s sentence had been handed down. What was done could not be undone, and there was no authority that could overrule his sentence. General Polaris could come storming through the door, and it would make no difference. Cloudhawk’s fate was sealed: execution, all because he had been too hasty.

Skycloud’s leadership council would dig into every question they had. Cloudhawk’s wastelander background would be revealed as would his connections to the Dark Atom and his association with demons. They would grill him for answers, but why would he confirm any of it? He was already bound for the stake, and if he shared the whole truth, all it would accomplish would be to drag the General and others down with him.

It didn’t matter how the Templars would interrogate him. He would die before he answered their questions.

What torment had he not endured through the years? He was almost curious to see how Templar torture compared to life at Hell’s Valley. When they finally did, he was frankly a little surprised. They either didn’t know about his stubborn personality, or he was given special treatment because the torture wasn’t anything special. They didn’t use any terrible methods or special techniques to try and get him to talk.

How could they expect this half-assed effort break Cloudhawk?

After all the beatings he took to get here, his skin was as tough as nails. Their beatings were as gentle as a lover’s caress. The Templars were unable to learn anything of value.

Meanwhile, Cloudhawk focused on enjoying his final days. 

He didn’t just hang around, so while his body couldn’t move, his mind was still agile. Long hours were spent thinking, especially about all he had experienced since coming to Skycloud.

A lot had happened, and his experiences were many, but he always felt as though something was missing. Although he’d gained a lot, he’d lost just as much. Thinking on it for a long time, he came to a realization. What he’d lost were his ideals and his faith.

He felt adrift on the wind, going where it led him. A mindless shambling corpse. A stilted marionette. Sure, he’d always talked about living a good life, but not even he knew what that meant. He couldn’t say what he stood for or how to live life. He was lost, ignorant like he was always stumbling through a fog.

Deep down inside, something that had held him up was gone. He was filled with a sentiment of meaninglessness.

These were growing pains! But, he wouldn’t have to suffer long.

The date of his execution quickly approached, but he wasn’t afraid. On the contrary, there was a grim sort of relief that it would all end. That wasn’t to say he didn’t fear death, only that the life he’d been living scared him more.

“Cloudhawk! Off you go.”

Templars escorted him from his prison.

Interrogations had been halted as they were no longer worth the bother. Better, they thought, to execute Cloudhawk quickly before the General returned and muddied the waters. There wasn’t much he could do if he came back to a pile of ash.

Phain Mist led the procession personally. Cloudhawk was then flanked by Templars who had hands ever at the ready on the hilts of their swords. He remained bound hand and foot by heavy chains as they paraded him down the city’s main thoroughfare. His destination was the city center where the stake waited.

Dusk had turned the sky a myriad of colors. Crowds had gathered along the road to watch – obviously, word of his execution had spread. Citizens from this neighborhood and beyond all congregated to bear witness.

They were packed tightly like a herd of animals, stretching as far as Cloudhawk could see. It was as if the whole city had turned out to watch this villain earn his just retribution. 

“Sinner! Demon-lover! Burn in hell!” A middle-aged citizen with wild hair and puffy red eyes pushed to the front of the crowd. He flung a rock toward Cloudhawk’s head. “My wife was in that market with our daughter to buy clothes. Now, they’re gone – because of you! My baby girl was only five years old. Give them back, you animal! Give them back!”

The Templars managed to hold the grieving man at bay, but his rock struck true.

Anger rose up among the others upon hearing the poor man’s words. They all stooped down to pick up rocks, eggs, or whatever else they carried and threw them with the nastiest curses they could conjure. 

Phain made no effort to stop them. The Templars continued, stone-faced.

This was part of his punishment.

Thousands had been hurt or killed by Cloudhawk’s actions. Resentment festered like an angry wound, and someone needed to take the blame. Someone had to be brought forth to be the focus of the people’s pain. Unfortunately, Cloudhawk was chosen to be that someone. For decades to come, people would curse his name and spit when it was mentioned.

Cloudhawk feared no bullet, no hail of blade or arrow. These rocks and eggs would do him no harm, but the humiliation cut him deeper than any sword. The insults were a blight worse than any poison. Words wounded him more deeply than any weapon could.

He looked out over the angry, twisted faces. The stark light of dusk cast them in shadows that made them all the more monstrous.

He faced their foul curses in silence. He took their hail of garbage and did not try to protect himself.

Cloudhawk had suffered much. He was accustomed to the vilest parts of human nature and was acquainted with hysteria. He wasn’t sure whether he was numbed to it or if, in facing his mortality, he no longer cared. Whatever the reason, he didn’t answer their fury.

“That’s enough!”

A shout cut through the din of the crowd.

Dawn pushed through, her hair all a mess, and brandished her sword at the people like a wild animal. She swung her sword to keep them at bay. “Fools! Idiots! Do you know what you’re doing?! Do you have any idea?! I’ll kill anyone who takes another step!”

“Dawn Polaris!”

Phain’s reacted, faster than most could follow. In one smooth movement, his golden Templar sword was drawn. Streaking through the air, it left a trail of gleaming light in its wake. A single blow disarmed the unstable woman. As if on cue, a pair of Templars appeared on either side of her and held her against the ground.

“You don’t think this matter is serious enough?” Phain returned his rapier to its sheath. “Leave! Reflect on your sins!”

“Reflect? You want me to reflect? What sins have I committed?! Trying to exact justice in a world where there is none? Is that what you want me to atone for?” She raised her tear-streaked face and stared defiantly at the acting Grand Prior. “Teacher, instruct me. Is this what we stand for?!”

“You are no longer a warrior of the Temple!” Phain looked down upon her with his brows furrowed. “Take her away!”

He glanced at the Templars holding her, and they dragged Dawn away. She’d only recently been released from her captivity, and her wounds had not yet healed, not enough to fight back. All she could do was cry out Cloudhawk’s name in despair as they pulled her from view.

Her one and only friend! Was this all she could do? Watch helplessly as they marched him to his death?

Cloudhawk’s lips wilted into a frown, and he let out a small sigh. For some reason, he thought about how much money he still owed Dawn. Luckily, Gabriel is still around, he thought. He hoped the guy would do what he promised with the earnings they got for helping Autumn.

Many saw the dramatic exchange including a master and apprentice overlooking the crowds nearby.

Frost de Winter was clad in a plain, snow-white robe. He watched silently as Dawn was carried away and as Cloudhawk suffered the rocks and curses of the people on his way to his execution. Finally, he couldn’t hold it in. “Master, I still don’t understand this man, Cloudhawk.”

The gray-robed elder at his side offered a gentle smile. “He is an interesting child. He has more potential than anyone knows but never found direction. However, it is difficult for the young to avoid a period of being lost. Through suffering, disgrace, joys and sorrows, separations, and reunions… through all of this, they are reborn and emerge changed. A sword only gleams after it has met the grindstone.”

Arcturus’s words took Frost by surprise. It was the first time he’d heard his master regard anyone so highly. 

“But now, he’s going to die.”

The sage-like older man did not respond. Instead, he eyes peered out towards the horizon as though admiring the cloud-strewn skies. Such a stubborn and foolish child. Nothing to be done about it, but at least, you had value.

Indeed, Cloudhawk was consigned to the fire.

Phain spared a glance for the young man who had suffered the walk towards death in silence. He also felt a pang of sadness.

Before Dawn’s excommunication, Phain had been her sword instructor. That obstinate, prideful girl… he knew she’d beat him one day. More than once, she’d told him about this young man, the only person she ever had a kind word for. If Dawn was willing to spare a compliment for him, then Cloudhawk had to be no ordinary sort.

Of course, Phain saw the injustice, but some things were hard to explain. If there was a reason for everything, why not say them? If there was anything to blame for all of this, then it was the boy’s obstinance. A shame… if he wasn’t bound for execution, then he could have grown well. But now, he had no opportunity to know what the future could have held.

“Carry out the sentence!” Phain gave the order in a cold, dispassionate voice.

But before the order could be followed, a scene no one expected came to pass. An ear-piercing scream filled the air.

Overhead, an airship suddenly listed to the side and began to plummet. People watched in horror as it fell out of the sky like a missile right into the crowd of onlookers. Screams of fear and pain were followed by an explosion. The ship’s hull was ripped apart, sending burning debris in all directions.

What happened?!

Templars drew their swords and looked around for an enemy. 

“By the gods... the sky! Look at the sky!”

As eyes rose to the heavens, they saw one ship after another tipping over and falling towards the earth. The floating docks at the city’s edge had also become unstable and came toppling down. They crashed into the beautiful city walls, reducing the beautiful stonework to rubble. Earsplitting blasts rocked all of Skycloud.

Chaos erupted, and all at once, every light was extinguished. The evergreen plants went from full bloom to wilted in the blink of an eye.

Even its lakes were affected as suddenly, tidal forces cast the water from their banks and flooded several city districts. Many citizens who were too slow to react were carried away by the surging waters.

Too sudden… it all happened too fast. It was like a nightmare.

The madness was even worse than the market district’s collapse!

Skycloud was plunged into darkness while a deluge of water drowned its streets. Amid the panic and falling debris, no one knew what was happening or how to react.

“Cancel your orders! You there, bring the prisoner back to his cell!” Phain fired off a round of orders. “The rest of you, help me get a handle on this situation! Quickly!”

Cloudhawk was just as much at a loss. Disaster didn’t begin to describe the scene unfolding. How could this happen, here in Skycloud city? Were even the gods offended by Cloudhawk’s unjust treatment? Had they sent these plagues to prevent his death?

Compared to the apocalypse that now held the city in its grips, what Cloudhawk helped cause seemed like nothing. Whatever the cause, things were surely about to change.


115 / Swings and Roundabouts


The disaster that had just befallen Skycloud killed at least ten times as many as the collapse of the market district. Cloudhawk was not one to gloat, but he had to admit this misfortune had saved his life. The cataclysm had at least postponed his date with the flames.

After two days, the order came down that Cloudhawk was to be brought to the Temple once again.

Soon after, he found himself in the grand hall. Only this time, the atmosphere was even more solemn and grave.

Aside from the High Priest, there were two others. The first, in his simple gray robes, was Governor Arcturus Cloude. On the High Priest’s right sat a man who had the build of a crouched tiger. His hair was white, but it only added to his commanding presence. Sitting there, unmoving, he gave the impression of a mighty beast waiting for the moment to strike. This was none other than the Commander General of Skycloud’s army, Skye Polaris.

Three great leaders: Spiritual, Political, Military. The three most powerful men in the realm. Besides them, all other notable members of Skycloud’s elite were in attendance.

After Cloudhawk, Dawn Polaris and Atlas Umbra were also conveyed into the hall.

Dawn was elated upon seeing Cloudhawk alive and well. In recent days, her mood had been gone through many radical fluctuations. Through it all, she came to realize how much she cared for her only friend.

That stuck up little shit is definitely something. He said there was a weapon that could destroy cities, and that prophecy was proven true just before his execution.

Her grandfather had only just returned to Skycloud, and already, things were changing swiftly. There was still hope. The atmosphere in the room was oppressive, almost dire. Dawn – for the time being – kept her mouth shut in order to avoid further problems. Cloudhawk wasn’t out of the proverbial woods yet, and today might be his only chance. She absolutely couldn’t mess this up for him.

The recent disaster hadn’t just affected Skycloud city. Every city in the realm had experienced catastrophe, and turmoil had spread across every corner of the domain. There was no way for anyone to obfuscate and hide these troubles from the populace.

A discussion had been raging long before Cloudhawk had arrived. Right now, an old man who was mostly just skin and bones had the floor.

“This is the situation currently.”

“In short, the traitor Sterling Cloude and his son Zephyr fled to the wastelands where they have been living in secret. Over the last few years, they have worked to establish a cult of missionaries which they call the Sanctum of Judgment – referred to as the Crimson Church by the people. Assuming the title “the Crimson One”, Sterling has attempted to gather support and power among the wastelanders. Meanwhile, his son Zephyr has posed as a bar owner in Sandbar Outpost for five years under the name Adder. Using this new persona as cover, he spent that time plotting an elaborate attack on our realm.”

“Based on the intelligence we’ve managed to gather, Zephyr has extensive experience in military matters. His time among soldiers allowed him to cultivate a large number of sympathizers. It was certainly he who leaked the location of the Dark Atom’s headquarters to our border forces. After misleading General Aegir into attacking, as you know, the general’s forces were massacred in the Blisterpeak Mountains.”

“As we are all aware, the border forces are powerful but spread thinly. Galvanizing such a large force would certainly expose weaknesses, and after losing so many, the acting general on the border could not discover and correct all of them right away. Zephyr, employing the aid of his confidantes, exploited the situation to steal into the heart of the border wall and therein hide a weapon of mass destruction. Its detonation has led us to the situation we are in today.”

“Skycloud’s wall was a miracle of engineering created by the gods themselves. Not only did it protect our millions of god-fearing citizens, but it also kept out the filth of the wastelands and whatever residual demonic power remains. It was also an important foundational structure for the domain. Once the wall was destroyed, it caused the internal energies of Skycloud to become unstable. The resulting disasters claimed many lives and inflicted tremendous loses. While we have reestablished order for the most part, there are still many places that are still in the midst of chaos. The most important fact to consider is that we have lost the protection of the border wall. We are now completely exposed to everything that lives in the wastelands.”

“...”

The old man was the director of Skynet, the domain’s primary intelligence service. While he spoke, sweat was pouring down his brow, for the disaster at the border was clearly part of his responsibility. It was a failure of Skynet’s ability to foresee and act on potential threats.

“Bullshit!” A voice like dull thunder boomed through the hall as Skye Polaris glared at the man. He was flushed with rage, only barely containing his anger from boiling over. His gaze was sharp enough to cut the old man in half. “Why the hell do we pay you people? The resources spent on keeping your so-called ‘intelligence community’ running have been a complete and utter waste!”

“The General should be careful with his words. Indeed, Skynet failed to act in time, but we should not forget that it was General Aegir’s folly that led to the defeat in the Blisterpeaks. If he had not, our borders would have remained secure.”

The biting words came from a man standing near Governor Arcturus, one of the representatives of the Cloude family.

Skye visibly bristled at the accusation, and he spat an angry response while glaring at the one who dared to speak it. “Have we forgotten who the traitor is who caused this? Hm? Who set this trap? Have we forgotten who is responsible for destroying the wall that has stood in our defense for a thousand years?! A man from your family, a Cloude! Our sorry state is directly tied to the traitor and blasphemer your family produced! Cloudhawk isn’t the one who should burn. It should be your whole contemptible, hypocritical bloodline!” [1]

Everyone sat in dumbfounded silence. All the blood drained from the Cloude family representative’s face.

There was perhaps only one person in all of Skycloud who had the gall to speak like that to the greatest demon hunter family in the realm, and it was him. The general’s rage would not be contained. Nor was he wrong – who could have imagined that one day the illustrious Knight-Commander of the demon hunter forces would betray his country and orchestrate such a disaster?

Arcturus Cloude betrayed no hint of anger. “We all bear responsibility for the plight of our home, but that is not what we are here to discuss today. We have gathered to seek confirmation and to formulate a plan.”

“I don’t care about any of that,” Skye replied without hesitation. “I only demand my people be released!”

Arcturus paid him no mind. From his high vantage point overlooking the hall, the governor turned his gaze down unto one man. “Cloudhawk, can you explain what happened?”

Cloudhawk recognized his opportunity, here at last.

When he was asked this question several days ago, with General Polaris out of the picture, it would have been a waste of breath to profess his innocence. His humble background afforded him no power to change his circumstances. All that mattered to them was finding a scapegoat to pin Skycloud’s troubles on, so he was marked for death from the start.

Cloudhawk hadn’t taken it too hard at the time. Hell, it wasn’t like he was leaving behind a happy life. But this experience in particular had been an enlightening one. He chose to accept this chance to keep breathing.

“Our noble general tasked me with finding information about the Sanctum of Judgment. I first met the Crimson One in the place known as Fishmonger’s Borough, and during a confrontation, learned of his real identity. I was also able to uncover the Sanctum’s real aim. I returned to Sandbar Station immediately and tasked its magistrate Hammont Seacrest with delivering the news to the border General. You can call on the Magistrate to confirm what I’m saying is true.”

Someone from the crowd interrupted, “With information this sensitive, why didn’t you deliver it yourself!”

“I wanted to but couldn’t.” Cloudhawk’s mind raced as he constructed a story. “During my investigations, I came to suspect Adder. He had known for a long time about the ancient weapon held by the Dark Atom. I believed he was working with the Sanctum, and after hearing about what this weapon was capable of, I thought it was a matter of pressing importance. I had to find out more, or we would be caught completely off guard by a serious threat. Is that so hard to imagine?”

“Why did Adder appear in the Blisterpeaks while you were investigating him? Once you learned this information, why didn’t you return to Skycloud immediately?”

His mind continued to churn out excuses. “Once Adder knew that his plans were in danger, he was forced to act quickly. He leaked the Dark Atom’s location to the border forces to buy time and block information of his father from spreading. Then, while the Dark Atom was preoccupied defending against Skycloud’s attack, he slipped in and stole their weapon. He used the war to manufacture an opportunity to place the weapon. Three birds with one stone. Unfortunately, by the time I reached the Blisterpeaks, the fight had already begun, and Adder had already succeeded. I was just one step behind.”

His words were a mix of lies and half-truths, making it impossible to tell which was which. It wasn’t a flawless tale but was passable for the situation.

Skye Polaris sending him off to investigate the Sanctum of Judgment was true. Discovering the Crimson One’s identity and sending Hammont to deliver the news was also true. This core of reality was enough for him to stand on. No one could refute it.

“It seemed more than likely that Adder would use the weapon to attack the Elysian lands. I raced back as fast as I could to try and stop a tragedy, and from there, you all know what happened. Even after the second time you threw me in jail, I still tried my best to inform you as to what was happening, but what did you do?” Cloudhawk adopted an indignant and accusatory stance. “You refused to believe there was such a weapon. Your pride let our last chance to save lives slip away.”

All the grand nobles of the city looked at one another in shame-faced silence.

“Did you hear?!” Skye punctuated the words with a cruel laugh. “If you’d paid attention, there would have been time to strengthen the border. We could have avoided this terrible attack entirely! This brave and loyal man was instead branded a demon spy by you good-for-nothing straw men. But my granddaughter had faith in him the whole while! Cloudhawk is at fault, and his failures helped bring us to this day, but his sins are not deserving of execution. It was you lot who wasted our only chance to protect our citizens. You should tie yourselves to the stake and light the bonfires! Maybe that will bring some comfort to the thousands of victims!”

How could the Elysians believe that the men of old had created a weapon of such terrible destruction? But they did, and it had been used on their soil. A resounding slap to the face, one they were still reeling from. Whether they wanted to believe or not, the proof was in the ashes of their wall.

Skye pressed on while sentiment was in his favor. “Bring in the others!”

Two more were brought into the hall. One was Drake Thane, lieutenant commander of the border forces. The other was a man dressed in a junior officer’s uniform. He could only be described as enormously fat, and the rolls of his face trembled as he staggered inside. He walked with infinitely careful steps as though wading through a small pool. Hammont Seacrest was obviously overwhelmed by the situation he found himself in.

He trembled from head to toe, either from fear or excitement. He couldn’t tell.

Hammont was a grunt, nothing more – one of many low-level soldiers in a vast army. His greatest dream was to become the commander of a small force, but never in those dreams was he ever invited into the Temple. Not even commanders had the right to meet the High Priest. Even the general of the border forces had only ever been inside a handful of times.

Now that he had, he could die without regrets!

Drake was uneasy. This wasn’t the sort of situation a typical man could shoulder without effort. But Drake was not a typical man, so as he walked in and turned his eyes towards the faces of Skycloud’s elite. His voice was strong and resounding. “Drake Thane, Lieutenant-General of the Border Army. I am here to testify on behalf of Cloudhawk and to affirm that he was not there in collusion with the blasphemers. On the contrary, it was his bravery and quick thinking that saved my life and the lives of many others.”

Hammont got down on one knee and thought for a moment. His testimony differed from Drake’s, being more vivid and descriptive. “Hammont Seacrest, your humble servant. Allow me to describe what happened. Our forces were enmeshed in a fierce battle in the valleys of the Blisterpeaks. For days, we fought and died, but as the stalemate reached a crucial juncture, the honorable demon hunter Cloudhawk approached us with a warning. He said we were headed into a trap, so our great Lieutenant-General – even knowing he would face terrible criticism – displayed the true wisdom of a leader and ordered me to sound the retreat. His quick thinking saved the lives of two thousand soldiers. Without Cloudhawk’s help and the Lieutenant-General’s wisdom, our forces would have been utterly decimated in those mountains. Honorable and respected members of the council, if a man like Cloudhawk is a spy, then I refuse to believe there are any good men left in the world.”

Skye gazed upon the fat man with an approving air. “I hear you are the one Cloudhawk tasked with bringing news of the Crimson One’s true identity to the border forces. Is this true?”

“Yes, this is true. I served as commanded.”

Skye went on, “Describe what happened.”

“Honorable council members, I remember it this way: Master Cloudhawk had just come back to Sandbar Station and was clearly worse for wear. From the looks of him, he’d just come from a terrible battle, and his wounds were serious. But although he was suffering, he did not forget his duties. He chose to remain in the wastelands and continue his mission. His spirit is worthy of admiration, and his persistence is venerable. Although your humble servant’s time with Master Cloudhawk has been brief, I have been deeply affected by his person. His nobility and spirit of sacrifice have been a beacon in dark times.”

Hammont put the extra effort into squeezing out a few tears for added effect. Then, his voice quavering with emotion, he cried out to the rapt onlookers.

“But I am ashamed to have failed Master Cloudhawk in this mission. I was not worthy of his trust and have besmirched my honor before the eyes of the gods. I am a disgrace to this uniform and a disgrace to the people of Skycloud. I had intended to take my own life as penance, but when I thought of all the evil and pain that still threatened this great land, I decided to live, at least until today when I could share these words.”

Cloudhawk’s eyes nearly popped out of his skull. Drake had to physically restrain himself from smacking the fat off this guy’s face.

Was he a goddamn actor in a former life? He had better poise and cadence than an opera singer! His talent was wasted as a soldier!

“Hammont Seacrest, rise. The faults are not yours to bear. You have not maligned the uniform you hold in such esteem.” Skye Polaris was instantly enamored with the simple, honest junior officer. 

When Hammont heard the kind words, the edges of his mouth twitched ever so slightly. It was a risky move, for if the great man had agreed with his emotional mea culpa, he’d be dead. However, Skye was obviously touched by the display. Hammont let his breath out in a furtive sigh of relief and had to stop himself from leaping off the floor.

General Skye had said his name, even praised him in front of all these people!

Really and truly, he could die in that instant and be happy.

1.  Lay down that fuckin’ hammer!
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Governor Arcturus’s cool gaze never left Hammont. “Do you have proof of the things you say?”

Hammont was speaking off the cuff, so when the governor’s gaze fell upon him, he felt like a mountain had landed on his shoulders.

As a run-of-the-mill soldier, he was deferential to even novice demon hunters. He was ready to pledge his life to a general if he came across one. How, then, should he react when coming face to face with the greatest demon hunter to grace the earth?

Arcturus Cloude was universally accepted as the ultimate demon hunter as well as the political head of the entire domain. He was a man of civil and military achievements that were utterly unparalleled. Compared to Arcturus, Hammont was like the dirt beneath his feet.

The governor’s shrewd eyes pinned him in place. Hammont had begun to sweat, and his mind could focus on nothing but that crushing presence.

Although his presentation had been exaggerated, nothing Hammont had said was untruthful. Arcturus’s piercing eyes felt like it held him fast for an age, but really, it only lasted half a moment. Once again, he knelt, donning his dramatic facade.

Without Cloudhawk, he would still just be a lowly squad leader. Without Cloudhawk, he would have died on the Blisterpeaks. Without Cloudhawk, he wouldn’t be standing here, speaking with these great men.

He was a simple man from a simple family who rose from the humblest of beginnings to where he stood today. His mother had always said their sort was to first be worthy of the grace of gods, second to be worthy of others, and last to be worthy of themselves.

His fat face grew stern, his movements solemn. “Before the eyes of the gods I, Hammont Secrest, pledge on my honor – now and forever – that if Cloudhawk is a traitor, then I will accept any punishment. I am so certain that I willingly barter my life on it.”

Cloudhawk was floored. “Hammy, you...”

Drake followed suit, dropping to one knee. “I also swear it on my life and honor.”

In reality, Drake had questions, a suspicion that Cloudhawk was holding back secrets, but he believed to his core that Cloudhawk was no demon sympathizer. He had saved him from the demon during the battle for the Blisterpeaks.

If he had truly been blinded by Cloudhawk’s lies, he’d just pay for his mistake with his life.  He was a true man, through and through, and there was no way a man could shrink back at times like this. 

“And me! I swear as well!” Dawn refused to be silenced and ignored Phain’s attempt to hold her down. She shot up, strode to the center of the platform, and went down on one knee. “I, Dawn Polaris, before the eyes of the gods and the High Priest, swear upon Cloudhawk’s loyalty with my life and honor! Whether now or in the future, if he is found to be a traitor, then I will take my own life. I will forfeit my name and reputation, and may the gods condemn my immortal soul.”

The corners of Skye’s eyes tightened. Gods, she cares a lot for the boy. He has her roped in.

Cloudhawk… oh, Cloudhawk. If you ever do anything to harm this realm or my granddaughter, I will hunt you to the ends of the earth and tear you limb from limb! A smoldering, ominous light burned in Skye’s eyes. 

As Dawn’s words still hung in the air, someone from the Court of Shadows delegation stepped forward. She was a young woman with a pretty, cherubic face, and she took a knee beside the others. “Like them, I attest to brother Cloudhawk’s honor.”

Her pledge shocked the council even further. Cloudhawk was a mere waif! How could he command such respect from so many? Not only did they trust the young man, but they also swore on their very lives! Theirs was no ordinary friendship.

But of them all, Cloudhawk was the most surprised. He gawked at the small crowd kneeling at the center of the platform. Each of them came from different backgrounds with different social statuses, but they all were willing to give up everything to prove his innocence.

Cloudhawk felt something he’d never felt before, a warmth that spread from his chest and penetrated into his soul. All this time, he thought he was alone, for he had been born a lowly wastelander. Although he had made friends, he had always believed that fact would forever be a barrier between them.

He never knew what it was like to be recognized as a person. It felt… good.

He’d wandered alone for so long only to look back now and see that he had these friends with him all along. Real friends, willing to fight and die side-by-side with him.

How could he live up to their faith and confidence!

In his heart sparked a flame that had been cold for a long time. He was like a lost man once again seeing the beacon that marked the way forward. At the very least, the next time he fought, he would know what he was fighting for. Three years he’d lived in the Elysian lands, and for the first time, he felt a sense of camaraderie and belonging.

“And I!”

This voice was one no one expected but was heard all the same.

Atlas Umbra!

Cloudhawk had Hammont’s appreciation for the help he’d given. Drake stood for Cloudhawk because he’d saved his life. Dawn was an old friend, and he’d served with Felina for three years in the Valley. These people had clear reasons and a history with him. But Atlas? What was his angle?

The two men were far from friendly with one another. On the contrary, you could say there was an old score they had yet to settle. But instead of kicking him while he was down, Atlas was offering a hand to help him up. It was an act no one could explain.

But whatever the case, Atlas words bore weight. Lending it to Cloudhawk’s defense would help him greatly.

The briefest glint of an intrigued smile appeared on the governor’s face but passed an instant later.

It was a potent display of Cloudhawk’s charm. Were it Frost de Winter in his place now… Arcturus wondered if anyone would kneel in Frost’s defense. Cloudhawk was born with the soul of a leader, which made him the heart of that group whether he intended it or not. He just never realized it.

“Members of the council, what are your thoughts?”

The representatives from Skycloud’s noble families and government officials immediately began arguing. While the Polaris family had been in decline for a while, it was not dead. Even a camel that was wasting away was still bigger than a horse. Since Governor Arcturus had not stated a clear position, the other nobles weren’t prepared to provoke Skye’s famous anger.

A dark-skinned officer stood and called out over the tumult. “I feel Cloudhawk’s guilt has been absolved. Skycloud is in need of strong hands to help rebuild. Have him atone for his failures through public service.”

This man was the patriarch of the Thane family. Theirs was a name synonymous with lauded generals and military elite, boasting many notable persons. Drake, for instance, was already Lieutenant-General of the Border Army and was still in his twenties. Just by himself, he was an example of the weight his family held.

“I agree.”

A voice that was almost overlooked joined the first. It was neutral, hard to determine whether male or female and almost monotonous. Almost mechanical. Yet, although the voice was easy to miss, when it arose, everyone sat up and listened intently.

The head of the Court of Shadows, Janus Umbra.

The Court of Shadows, despite being the largest of Skycloud’s special forces, was very secretive in its missions and methods. Its leader Janus never took sides in decisions such as this. Today was the exception. Cloudhawk had managed to compel the Umbra family to take an unprecedented stance.

Was it because of Atlas? It would hardly be that simple!

Although the reasons weren’t clear, both the Thane and Umbra households had spoken out in defense of Cloudhawk. With the support of the Polaris family, it was increasingly unlikely that Cloudhawk would be consigned to the stake as his sentence demanded.

“You all have shown great faith in him. This is good.” Arcturus gave a slight nod before turning his eyes back onto Cloudhawk. “But, do you have such faith in yourself? After what you have experienced, are you still willing to serve Skycloud?”

Cloudhawk looked to the small group at his side and took a deep breath. However he had been treated in the past, it was time for him to put down his roots, here among his friends. For no other reason, just for them. “I am!”

“Very well.” The governor continued, “Then, it is my suggestion that Cloudhawk’s sentence be amended. Instead, he shall help Skycloud recover from these tragic events.”

Arcturus had spoken. No one disagreed. 

He then turned to regard the old man who had remained completely silent through this proceeding. “What are our venerable High Priest’s thoughts?”

“Let it be as you recommended. The future of Skycloud belongs to our youth, and it is encouraging to see so many excellent representatives of the next generation. This is the only encouraging light in a sea of darkness. May it bring peace of mind to old men like us.”

At last, the old man, who had until then merely sat there upon the central throne like a statue, shared his words with the council. His voice thrummed through the hall, deep and with a supernatural sort of gravitas. It filled the listeners with a sense of tranquility though it was not without a note of command.

Dawn shot to her feet. Atlas nodded in approval. Drake, Felina, and Hammont felt like they could breathe once again.

Seeing his goals achieved, Skye was also filled with pride and inspiration. It was his first victory in a long time. “There is one thing I still don’t understand. If it was not the intention of the Sanctum to attack Skycloud city, why did they mislead Cloudhawk to believe this was their target? All they accomplished was to reveal their foul breeding lair.”

Skye wasn’t the only one pondering this question. Everyone was curious to know the logic behind it. It seemed superfluous, even haughty for the Church to add this extra flair.

Governor Arcturus answered, “You do not understand Sterling. His aim was not to destroy us. He seeks to integrate our realm and the wastelands. He has rejected not only the will of the gods but also the sway of demons. This fact explains why he would obliterate our defenses and expose a demonic plot in the same act.”

It was just as Arcturus said. Sterling’s aim was to guide humanity to take hold of its own destiny. Liberation from outside control! This meant casting off the yoke of faithful servitude to the gods but still railing against demonic influence.

Sterling was at war with the Elysian realm, not the Elysian people. His conflict was with the faith that he felt kept them tethered. In this way, the Sanctum of Judgment was different from other wastelander groups. Somehow, through whatever channels they’d managed to cultivate, they must have discovered demonic sympathizers long dormant in the midst of Skycloud.

Adder’s actions were designed to throw Cloudhawk off the scent, but more importantly, to use him for the Sanctum’s own ends. It was a plan expertly crafted to force him to drag these demons’ plans from the darkness into the light. Skycloud would be distracted while investigating a potential threat – one that would have certainly come back to haunt them in the future. On the one hand, this protected the Elysian lands from a common enemy while on the other, it took some of the stress off the Sanctum’s shoulders as they prepared for their grand opus.

It sounded almost too perfectly orchestrated to believe, but Sterling was just intelligent and ideological enough to do such a thing.

Cloudhawk understood now that Arcturus had it all figured out from the start. What other secrets was this man hiding? 

The High Priest, Ramiel Caelestis, finished off the council meeting.

“For the first time, our great society has come to know a succession of tragedies. Discord touches our land of miracles, and I can feel dark powers growing in strength. A danger the likes of which we have never experienced looms on the horizon, but I have faith. My faith in our people remains unshakable.”

“Soon, the Lord of Lords will return to us. You, who are the mightiest guardians of this city, are also staunchest in faith and service. This is a test. The sullied and the sinful have provoked a war with our fair people and released our birthright into the tainted lands without. They must pay the price for their sins.”

Cloudhawk knew that war was inevitable the moment that wall fell.

And here he was, wrapped up in it all. The tide of events that was sweeping across the world had caught him in its current. There was no running from it now.
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“Finally, I have an announcement I’d like to make.” High Priest Ramiel went on before the council was allowed to disperse. “Due to recent events, it is clear that our glorious, divine realm is facing a darkness the likes of which we have never seen. In order to aid us in preventing further tragedy, I am submitting a name for recommendation on behalf of the Temple. It is a name you may find strange, but if she accepts this mission, then she will work together with you as our representative to ensure the safety of our people.”

Everyone’s expressions changed at the announcement.

The Temple didn’t involve itself in military affairs, and it stayed out of Skycloud’s political discussions. It was purely an organization meant to guide the people’s faith and provide for their spiritual well-being. It was a thousand-year tradition, yet it was one that was about to change. What signal was he trying to send by appointing a Temple representative?

Was the High Priest trying to express his lack of faith in the council? Or was this the Temple taking this opportunity to expand its influence in the domain – changing from a purely spiritual body towards more tangible pursuits? Or was there some other plan they couldn’t fathom?

While the proclamation didn’t sound like a big deal, it actually heralded a great change to the future of the domain. This was naturally of concern to every Skycloud noble and military officer. However, Cloudhawk was more interested in the sort of person the Temple would appoint to such an important post. Was it one of the cardinals? Grand Prior Phain?

High Priest Ramiel did not leave them in suspense for long. “Enter!”

A pressing aura suddenly filled the chamber as a figure clad all in white came into view. Stunning, majestic. Members of the council felt their breaths catch in their throats as they stared entranced. The holy lights of the chamber coalesced around a figure that was full of unbridled elegance and purity.

Baldur?!

No – of course not. But it was someone who shared his same bearing.

Clad in white gossamer robes, she had the same presence as the late Master Demon hunter. Long, raven-black tresses tumbled down past her shoulders. When she walked, there was a keen presence to her steps like a sword dancing through the air. Every inch of her glowed with a sort of natural quintessence, forming a woman nearly perfect both in form and substance.

Cloudhawk’s eyes went wide. Dawn’s mouth fell open. The whole council stared in absolute shock.

She was a woman widely known, though she had gone unseen for half a decade. In fact, they’d almost forgotten that Skycloud had ever produced someone like her. At eight years old, she joined the ranks of the demon hunters, and at fourteen, she had been accepted into the heights of the order. Her achievements shattered all previous records, and before her disappearance, it was widely believed that she would be the first person in history to achieve Master status before her thirtieth year.

Selene Cloude.

She walked through the hall to the front of the platform, not even sparing a glance for Cloudhawk as if she had never met him. Dropping to one knee in a solemn and dignified salute, she spoke out in a clear voice which rose like a crystal bell among the clouds, cold and crisp. “I, Selene Cloude, come to pay homage to the High Priest.”

“You are worthy of your spectacular bloodline and are a shining beacon for the future of our demon hunters. I can sense it from you, the determination to break through all barriers. I can feel your indomitable spirit. I can also feel your strength and noble heart.”

High Priest Ramiel’s saintly voice reverberated through the hall.

“Selene Cloude, with her virtuous spirit and faithful heart, is a peerless representative of her generation. Five years of tribulations in the wastelands have tempered her into the woman that stands before us today, capable and self-sufficient. She is the only person suitable to speak as the voice of the Temple.”

Cloudhawk couldn’t see Arcturus’s expression, as hard as he tried to peek.

After five years, Selene had returned, but she did not return to her household. Instead, she turned directly to the Temple. Others might not be aware of the significance, but Cloudhawk had come to know of the struggles between Skycloud’s ruling factions. Things were never as simple as they appeared.

High Priest Ramiel then turned to address Arcturus. “Our great and noble Governor, Selene is a rare gem of the Cloude family. I should not have tapped her for this position without first seeking your blessing, but seeing as the governor’s mansion already has the boon of those like Frost de Winter, I thought it would be better if she served the gods in a more direct capacity. Have you any thoughts?”

Arcturus gently nodded his head. “With the Temple cultivating Selene’s enormous potential, a glorious future is assured. This appointment is her good fortune and for her future. As patriarch of the Cloude family, I am delighted.”

The High Priest smiled, appeased. “Then, with that settled… brave and steadfast Selene, do you accept the role of a saint? To become an angel in service of our masters at the expense of your feelings, freedoms, maybe even your life? To defend the majesty of the gods and the safety of our twenty million faithful?”

Selene remained on one knee before them. “I do.”

The old man nodded once again. “Very good. With that, you are anointed as an Apostle of the gods. From this day forward, it is our hope that you valiantly defend the realm on the front lines.”

Selene said nothing further.

The High Priest’s announcement had caught everyone off guard.

Never before had the Temple inserted itself in civil or martial affairs, yet with the state of the realm in critical danger, no one objected. After all, their representative was Selene Cloude. She was no ordinary person. Who but she was suitable for the job?

At last, the council was disbanded, and the meeting was adjourned.

Cloudhawk filed out of the hall with everyone else but stopped at the exit to turn back for a final look. Standing alone in the chamber was that solitary white figure. He was very curious about what she was thinking right now, about why she had decided to make this choice.

Once they were finally outside of the temple, everyone felt like they could breathe again.

Dawn petulantly stamped her feet. “That bitch shows up and immediately attaches herself to the High Priest’s ankles! Don’t think for a minute this makes me afraid of her. Ugh! It just infuriates me to watch her play it so cool. One day, I’ll punch all the teeth out of that pretty mouth!”

Once again, Cloudhawk was confronted with the suspicion that something was going on between Dawn and Selene.

They were both beautiful, both talented. Dawn had a drive to excel over others, and Selene was competitive down to her very bones. A fiery volcano and an icy mountain peak – he guessed it was only natural that two people so different wouldn’t care for one another.

Neither was a woman to be underestimated either.

Dawn could feel Cloudhawk had some kind of connection to Selene. She shot him a sidelong glance. She was definitely going to try her best to win him over to her side. It was a fact that caused him some anxiety. Both women were his friends, but he sure as hell wasn’t going to put himself between two angry tigresses.

Luckily, before she could make her pitch, the Polaris family advisor appeared. Mr. Ink approached Cloudhawk and spoke directly to him, “Cloudhawk. The General has requested your presence.”

Cloudhawk sighed, relieved but also nervous.

Facing Skye Polaris still scared him a little. Just a few minutes ago, his granddaughter had pledged her life and honor on Cloudhawk’s innocence. The Polaris family was facing a critical shortage of capable members, so Dawn was more than just a cherished granddaughter. She was the only hope for a renaissance of the Polaris clan.

He wasn’t going to tolerate an outsider like Cloudhawk dragging her down!

Could this man – famous throughout the domain for his explosive temperament, swallow such a risk? Cloudhawk hoped he didn’t lose his cool. After all, the General wasn’t the General for no reason. If that old drunk had been called the Skycloud War Saint in his day, then Skye was the full-on War God. Cloudhawk couldn’t protect himself if the old madman lost his temper.

He didn’t have a choice. He had to go whether he wanted to or not.

Something suddenly occurred to Cloudhawk. He summoned the power of the phase stone and pulled from his pocket dimension a broken sword. It was the blade of the fallen Border Army General, Aegir Polaris. Aegir had been one of the few remaining stars of his family but was cut down in the Blisterpeaks. The broken sword was all that remained. It had to be returned to its original owners.

Mr. Ink brought Cloudhawk to the audience hall and then through it to an artificial lake in the backyard. General Polaris’s old but powerful silhouette was seen standing in a pavilion overlooking the lake, watching the ripples.

“General.”

Cloudhawk was surprised to find that Skye was not surrounded by his typical explosive aura that was like a lake of fire bubbling beneath the surface. Skye turned to face the young man, noting the broken sword in his hand, and let his eyes wander as he heaved a deep sigh.

It was only then that Cloudhawk felt something was off. This wasn’t the animalistic General he knew. This was just… a tired old man. As the pillars of his family crumbled one after another, all of that pressure came to rest on his broad shoulders.

Cloudhawk could now understand why this old man always seemed so overly aggressive. He was the only person supporting his family in a cutthroat political field. If he admitted his age, then the Polaris family would age into obscurity with him. If he was weak, then his family would be seen as weak. If he fell, the whole Polaris clan crumbled.

So General Skye Polaris couldn’t be old. He couldn’t be weak. He had to be stronger and more ferocious than anyone because he wasn’t a man – he was the soul of his family and the bearer of his ancestors’ honor. It was an impossibly heavy burden to carry.

“Honestly, Aegir wasn’t all that special.” Skye stared at the gently undulating lake before him. “Do you know why he was chosen to be General of the Border Army?”

Cloudhawk thought for a moment. “No, I don’t.”

Skye continued to speak, facing the training ground situated in the center of the lake. “He was adopted from an offshoot family when he was eight years old, a nobody. His contemporaries all wanted to make their marks on the world, and they strove to show off their great prowess and ambition. But not Aegir. He always seemed to live in his own world, training here in this garden day and night.”

“Just train?” Cloudhawk asked.

“That’s right. Just train. From the moment he opened his eyes in the morning to the second before he fell asleep, day after day, year after year. It didn’t matter if it was raining or if he was sick. The sword was all that existed for him. For as long I knew him, he never had friends, lovers, or offspring. He hardly ever left the house. Do you know how long that went on?”

“Three years? Five?”

“Forty years.”

Cloudhawk twitched.

“True, he wasn’t as talented as some. He relied on strength of will and character to improve himself. It cost him forty years of loneliness and disregard before he finally took his place as one of the greatest soldiers of the realm.” Skye’s eyes continued to search the lake as though that was where the memories were hidden. “More than half of his life given to the blade. Forty years of hardships. In the end, he became a peerless swordsman whose skill with the blade was renowned throughout the realm. No one would have expected that this man from humble origins would one day become General of the Border Army.”

Cloudhawk looked at the shattered blade in his hand and voiced his thoughts, “How could he endure so many years being alone?”

“Because he had faith. When a man is strong in his faith, no humiliation or hardship can break his spirit. If your faith is strong, you can be willing to give up everything and still go on. Through faith and sacrifice, a person of even the basest origins can become a king. Aegir was never coddled a day in his life, and he had no woman or children to lift him up. From his earliest days, he was subject to ridicule and mockery, but he didn’t care. To him, so long as he had his sword, then all was right.”

Skye paused and lowered his head.

“You have a unique talent, the kind that could change the world. But tell me – what about faith? One look at you, and I can tell you’re lost. Why don’t you ask yourself what it is that you want?”

Cloudhawk looked at the lake surface, lost in thought. He thought about the things he used to believe. He had come to believe that such things were impossible, but listening to Aegir’s story hit something deep inside him.

Skye looked at the young man. “Do you know what I saw in you when we first met? You were unrestrained, unyielding, and untamable! You were like a wild animal. You’ve grown over the years, grown strong – and faster than anyone could have predicted. But what happened to that wild heart?”

It was a question Cloudhawk had also asked himself.

“It’s the same for most anyone. We seem to grow and improve, accumulating power and status and things. But really, we often come to discover that we’ve already lost the most important thing without even realizing it.” Skye fixed Cloudhawk with an earnest stare. “You’re young, full of potential. If you don’t like the state of the world, then use your strength to change it. You have the power to do it!”

Cloudhawk was quiet for a time. Then, without warning, his arm flashed out.

A shattered blade glittered in the gentle light of the yard. It tumbled through the air like a butterfly with broken wings. Both men watched as that broken butterfly’s final dance brought it to rest in the center of the lake.


Epilogue - Going Home


The next day, an airship was on its way from Skycloud city. It was the latest restructuring of the army by order of General Skye.

After the wall had fallen, Skycloud’s border army was rolled into its expeditionary force. The realm’s defensive forces thus became an arm of its offense.

Upon integrating with the personal resources of the Polaris family, General Skye took personal command of the expeditionary army. It was a gamble. The commander was, in essence, putting all his eggs in one basket and going to war with the whole wastelands.

The new army was massive. Drake Thane, former lieutenant-commander of the border army, and the former leader of its vanguard were each given a corps of his own. On paper, it looked like a demotion, but in reality, they were given independent command which came with more responsibility and power.

And who made out best? Hammont, of course.

The former Sandbar Magistrate, a grassroots officer hardly given any respect, had caught General Skye’s attention after a series of impressive acts. He was raised up by the general and given a post as logistics commander of Drake’s corps. His new duties were to offer rear support for their expeditionary force.

This was a promotion of four or five ranks! From a junior officer to a commander!

Although his purview was behind the front lines, it was nonetheless a position of authority. He saw it as a blessing from on high, and suddenly, it was all almost too much to take in.

He’d done it. He’d accomplished the dream that had been driving him since he was a child. The joy and enthusiasm poured from him, and the first thing he wanted to do was go back to his small hometown and let everyone know the happy news.

He thought about his mother, an honest village woman. After his father died at a young age, she supported their family through her skill as a tailor and raised Hammont on her own. She’d labored night and day to make sure he could enter training as a soldier. To make sure he grew strong, she took only the scraps and made sure all of the best they could afford went to her son. He remembered her fainting more than once because she hadn’t eaten enough.

Now, he wanted to make sure she could hold her head up high. Her son had brought their family honor. He was an army commander! The first from his village in hundreds of years!

Hammont couldn’t hold back a few hot, excited tears from rolling down his fat cheeks. He made sure to drag Cloudhawk along since he was the root of all his recent good fortune. It was no exaggeration to say that Cloudhawk was his great benefactor, the one man who’d changed a small soldier’s life.

He wanted his mother and fellow villagers to recognize the greatness of this man.

Cloudhawk hesitated, naturally – it wasn’t his sort of thing. But when the orders came down from General Skye himself to escort Hammont back home, he had no choice but to comply.

Dawn was at a loss regarding what to do once she lost her title as Templar, so she chose to kick around with Cloudhawk. Anyway, it wasn’t too far. It would make for a good distraction.

Hammont chattered without end about his life growing up. He especially liked to describe how difficult things had been for his poor mother. It was a novel tale for Dawn, who had grown up with all her needs met. Cloudhawk, on the other hand, wasn’t affected by the fat man’s piteous words, so he instead walked the deck of the airship and appreciated the view.

It was the first time he’d seen the Elysian lands from above after the wall fell. For the first time, he really grasped the scale of the catastrophe that Skycloud had suffered.

From above, he could see that many of the beautiful and delicate buildings of the city had been damaged. Many sectors of the city were scarred from the tragedies that had struck one after another. If he didn’t know any better, he would say that it looked like the aftermath of a war.

Where the docks had once been a flurry of activity, there was now almost nothing. Only military vessels floated through the air these days. Most civilian vessels were destroyed. Since the loss of much of the realm’s limitless energy, both the business and transportation sectors had ground to a stop.

The miraculous waterfall that used to pour from the heavens over the city was gone. Nothing remained to show it had ever existed. The plethora of miracles that had once drawn the eye was gone. Spectacular mountain ranges had started to yellow. Emerald lakes were drying out. Everything was affected as far as the eye could see. And the ones who suffered most were the common Elysian people.

Along their path, the airship flew over several townships, many of them destroyed. Their citizens had become destitute, homeless. Without the wall’s protection, these more distant settlements had started to suffer attacks by roving bands of wastelanders. Beautiful, quiet towns were ransacked, and their populaces were murdered.

Places that had known safety and quiet for generations had succumbed to chaos overnight. Cloudhawk was struck with just how fragile a life of peace and prosperity really was. He thought about it while mulling over the General’s words.

As war broke out, the heaps of corpses and rivers of blood would only grow. Sooner or later, the whole world would be a mausoleum.

He couldn’t change the world. He didn’t have that sort of power or authority. But, what if he was like General Skye? What if he was a man like Arcturus Cloude? What could he do then?

But, in gaining something, you lose something else. How do you decide the right path?

The warship eventually reached its destination, a nondescript little village in the middle of nowhere.

Hammont, his face ruddy and glowing with pride, shouted commands at his men, “Quickly now! Unload the goods. Everything goes to my mother and the other villagers. I’m a man of means now. I can’t have my people think I’ve become stingy.”

Dawn couldn’t help but scowl inwardly. The fatty sure cared a lot about face. He had given away years of whatever he could scratch together, even requesting a year’s advance of his military salary so he could play the bigshot in his home town.

Cloudhawk cast her a sidelong glance as if to say, “It wasn’t easy for this fatty. Don’t give him a hard time.”

The place looked like a sandstorm had recently passed through. Grit and gravel coated everything from the crops to the rooftops. Several of the humble lodgings looked like they were ready to collapse. Villagers were busily cleaning and repairing what they could when they saw the warship approach. Hammont and his soldiers were met with wide grins as they approached.

One of them, an old man, hobbled over with the support of two men holding him up on either side. He didn’t recognize Hammont immediately, but he recognized the officer’s insignia on his armor and the sword at his hip. He carefully fell to the ground, prostrating himself respectfully. “This humble man is overjoyed to greet our illustrious officer.”

This earned a chuckle from Hammont. “What is all this, elder? You don’t remember me? Hammy? You used to chase me around with a cane when I stole fruit from your fields.”

The old man looked up, staring at the pudgy face half-hidden behind a helmet. An expression of disbelief slowly dawned on his wrinkled face. “Hammy? You are Hammont? Y-you… you’re a commander now!”

Other villagers heard and gathered round. They gasped and muttered when they saw who it was. He used to be a famous troublemaker back in the day. Many doubted he would amount to anything. 

Hammont stood tall with his head held high and his shoulders thrust back. Slapping his newly polished armor, he spoke in a loud and dignified voice. “I said it when I left the village; I would not return until I was a commander of my own forces. I’ve kept my promise. Where’s Mother? I’ve prepared many things for her, quality goods all the way from Skycloud city. She’s going to be so surprised. Finally, some comfort after a long life of hard work.”

Immediately, the atmosphere shifted. Cloudhawk felt it. The elder and other villagers looked odd as he made his loud demand, and none immediately answered.

Hammont sensed the change as well. He asked again, “Why aren’t you saying anything? Where is my mother!?”

The old man let out a long, drawn-out sigh. “You’ve come too late, I’m afraid.”

The fat man’s face fell. “What?”

“A few days ago when the wall fell, a storm came through. There was a boulder that struck her home. By the time we got to your mother, her condition was already very bad. She was calling out your name when she died… Oh, Hammont. If you’d come only a few days ago… she would have been so proud to see you now.”

Dead? She couldn’t be. There was no way he’d believe she was dead just because this man said she was!

Cloudhawk and Dawn shared a quiet look. Hammont’s glorious return hadn’t turned out quite like he’d hoped.

“No! That’s impossible! I won’t believe it!” How could he? He threw his shiny officer’s helmet into the dirt and glared with red, moist eyes. “Don’t lie to me! Where is my mother?! Take me to her right now!”

They did, and he learned that what they had said was true. She was dead, buried behind a nearby church.

Hammont stared at the cold tombstone like it was him buried there. Falling to his knees, he said nothing. There, the fat man stayed for a full day.

Fate took such great joy in the cruel treatment of man.

Hammont’s mother had worked hard all her life to provide for her son. All of her hopes and dreams for herself had been set aside so he could achieve his own, so that one day, he could stand out among the crowd.

And he did it. Hammont had become the pride of their village, their most accomplished representative. He’d come home to give his mother the noble life she’d always deserved.

But, she wouldn’t ever know about his great achievement or live as he wanted her to. She would lie quietly in her tomb forevermore. Hammont hadn’t even been given a chance to say goodbye.

Cloudhawk wasn’t sure what to say. The sudden disaster and crushing regret… there were no words to change them.

“Mom… you always liked to pray here. Now, you’re a part of it. You can listen to the beautiful hymns all day long.” Hammont rose to his feet and reached out to gently stroke the headstone. “You always loved flowers, so I brought seeds from Skycloud. God’s Glory. I’ll have them planted all around the cemetery so they’ll be with you when I’m away. So you don’t feel lonely.”

Cloudhawk stepped forward and patted Hammont’s shoulder. He wanted to share some words of comfort but didn’t know what to say. Cloudhawk had never had a mother or father, and he’d seen so much death over the years. So instead, he stood by his side, offering comfort by proximity.

“Master Cloudhawk… I’m fine. Don’t trouble yourself about me.” Hammont squeezed out a smile. “My mother was a woman of faith. Her soul is definitely with the gods on Mount Sumeru. It’s just… all her life, her hope was for me to succeed. Now that I have, I’m standing right in front of her, and she can’t see it. I don’t understand why the gods chose to take her. Why couldn’t they have waited two days? I’m sure she would have been happy to go after she saw what her hard work had done.”

“Yeah… I know what you mean.”

“A commander isn’t good enough anymore. I have to be a general! I’ll become the greatest soldier in Skycloud’s history, and they’ll cry my name so loud that Mother will hear it from the peak of the heavenly mountain!”

Hammont snatched his helmet from the ground. His beady eyes burned with determination.

“Yes! That’s what I’ll do! Mother, just wait. I’ll make you proud!”

Dawn watched him burn with renewed fervor and, after a moment of surprise, couldn’t help but share her thoughts with Cloudhawk who had left the fat man to himself. “General? Him? Come on, don’t be ridiculous! Did he lose his mind when his mother died?”

“There’s no such thing as impossible. Anything is possible in this world. How can he know if he never tries?” Cloudhawk looked back at the ordinary but resolute man still standing over the grave. “Help me send a message to the General.”

“What, you aren’t going back? What do you want to say?”

“Tell him I thought about what he said, and I accept.”

Cloudhawk looked up towards the clouds wafting towards the horizon, and his eyes turned resolute. Dawn watched his profile and couldn’t help the smile from tugging at her lips. There was a rare tenderness in her face.
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