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Prologue
The Conclave of Judgment



An elderly, red-robed man sat cross-legged in the darkness, deep within a distant mountain cave within the wastelands. His features were lean and gentle. A staff was resting nearby, and all around him, orbs of green light that danced like fireflies flickered. The elder’s eyes were tightly shut, but his chest rose and fell with a steady rhythm. For a moment, he scowled, and then, with a racking cough, he spat forth a mouthful of blood.

The man in red wiped his mouth, paying little mind to the streak of crimson across the back of his hand. His eyes opened. “Approach.”

A man in a heavy black cloak entered the cave. He had three scars across one eye and a severe countenance, yet despite this, his face softened like that of a child looking at a beloved parent when he gazed upon the man in red. His voice was gentle when he spoke. “Your injuries…”

“Those children are no threat to me. These are mostly the old wounds stirring anew.” A contemplative light flashed through the Crimson One’s eyes. “Killing Baldur Cloude was no easy feat. It came at a price.”

This illness was an old devil his father struggled with, and it was not something Adder could fix. Sterling would need to struggle with that battle on his own.

The Crimson One greeted him with a question, “Why have you come?”

The corner of Adder’s eyes twitched. It’d been several years since the two men last met, but his father didn’t offer the sweet warmth of a reunited family. Instead, the Crimson One gave him the impression of an old friend who had fallen out of touch after a lengthy separation.

He didn’t used to be this way.

“Skycloud has established their expeditionary force.” Adder’s face hardened. “General Skye Polaris commands it himself. There’s no skirting it now. They’re coming for us.”

The Crimson One offered a disdainful sneer when he heard that old man’s illustrious name. “That decrepit old fool is nothing to trouble yourself over. The only one we have to protect ourselves against is Arcturus.”

Adder responded with a question, “Is Arcturus really so terrible?”

The Crimson One slowly closed his eyes. “Of course. You have no idea. Be thankful for that fact.”

A deathly stillness fell over the cave. Adder looked at his father, hesitated, and then prepared to leave with a hint of disappointment.

His father’s eyes opened again, and the sharpness that had been in them was softer. “Since you’re here, why don’t you stay for a while? Share a drink with me. Who knows when we’ll meet again?”

When Adder heard this, there was a flash of genuine happiness in the eyes of this famously stoic man. It was genuine from deep in his heart.

A small jug was produced along with two glasses. Father and son sat across from one another.

“Why do I get the sense you’re at a loss,” the older man queried.

Indeed, the singular quest Adder had pursued for years was finally complete. For the first time in his life, he wasn’t sure what to do next. All this time, he’d been waiting for the right moment, and then, it came. All of his effort and attention had been focused on a single goal, and he never gave a thought to what might happen after.

Adder took a sip from his glass. “I’ve seen a change come over the Elysian lands. Many people have died because of what I’ve done, and many more will die in the days to come. I can’t help but wonder how we will be judged by history.”

“Do you know what color you create when you gather all the colors together?”

“Black.”

“What is made when all the wavelengths of color are equal?”

“White.”

“Correct. White and black, good and evil, light and dark. The relationship between these things is as complex as they are mutually inclusive.” The Crimson One’s voice dropped and adopted a strange timbre. “In all of time, there has never been an all-conquering evil, nor has there existed universal righteousness. Do not trouble yourself with how you will be judged in the future, for all men live in sin. Follow the faith that exists within you. Be good and be loving. That way is the path of righteousness.”

Adder hesitated for a moment, but eventually replied, “What happens if we fail?”

“We’ve already accomplished the impossible, and the course we’ve set for the world cannot be undone. Even the likes of Arcturus will have to bend to reality. When we are gone, there will be a successor to carry our torch. Stronger in ability, talent, and spirit. It is history that makes heroes, and we have made history.”

Was there really such a person? Where was he now?

Adder thought for a time and then nodded. “I understand.”

The Crimson One looked at his son with a note of melancholy on his face. That boy was simultaneously his greatest achievement and deepest regret. Zephyr had the potential to be a Master Demon Hunter. If things had been different, he would have been a man admired and adored by millions.

He was just born in the wrong generation, born in the wrong place. In the end, he was sent down a dark road there was no coming back from.

What did Adder think about his fate? Did he consider himself blessed by destiny or cursed by it?

They shared some small talk for a few minutes before Adder felt it was time for him to go. He still had a very important mission to undertake, one that would influence not just the Sanctum of Judgment but the fate of his father as well.

“Father.” Adder walked to the mouth of the cave before stopping. When he said the word, he felt his heart flutter, and for a reason he didn’t understand, there was a sudden pang of sadness that washed over him. “No matter what comes, I believe in you. This world needs your strength and wisdom. Please take care of yourself.”

This was the ingrained sentiment between a father and son.

Revenant was waiting outside. She fell in step behind Adder as he left the den, and they left together. Revenant was as quiet as always, a shadow that was never far away. The look in her eyes spoke of a spirit that saw the world as grey and uninteresting, or like the world didn’t exist at all. The man who walked a few paces in front of her was her world, the only thing in the entire universe that mattered.

No matter where or under what circumstances, she would follow without hesitation.

After Adder departed, another man in red bearing a furled standard entered. Second-in-command of the Sanctum, he was formerly the lieutenant commander of the Demon Hunter Army Corps. He was a real man of talent like so many of his family, the Cloudes. These days, he went by the name Wyrmsole.

He had come to make his report to the Crimson One. According to their information, the wastelands had gathered into three main factions, each vying for power.

The first was the Dark Atom, which represented the old conclave of rebels. Although their battle at the Blisterpeaks had been costly, they were tenacious and strong. The perennial agitators had enough of a foundation to survive. In addition, as the Blisterpeaks were still covered in volcanic dust, it was difficult for outsiders to strike another blow. At least for the time being, they were safe.

The second group that had risen to prominence was Squall’s Highwaymen. While modest in strength up to this point, its core membership – Ravenous Tiger, Blackfiend, Three-Eyed Spider, Raven, and Squall himself – was not to be discounted. Together, they wielded considerable influence that spread across several cities including Fishmonger’s Borough. What’s more, they had the support of a hitherto unknown power. The Highwaymen were the most inscrutable organization in the wastelands to date.

Last was the Sanctum itself, a group that was just coming into its own. The Sanctum of Judgment was created by the hand of Sterling Cloude, a Master Demon Hunter and a name that was synonymous with power. The Crimson Church was responsible for the destruction of Skycloud’s fortifications, a fact that catapulted its standing among the wastelanders into the stratosphere. Afterwards, almost all of the smaller wastelander organizations had turned to them with pledges of allegiance.

Without a doubt, the Sanctum of Judgment had risen to become an overlord within the wastes.

Wyrmsole and a handful of red priests were enough to carve out a spot for themselves in the wastelands. With the addition of a true Master Demon Hunter at the helm, their order had the right to lay claim to all of these untamed lands!

A Master Demon Hunter was said to be capable of facing demons on his own. These men, comparable in power to gods and demons, represented the peak of human aptitude. The Crimson One’s son, Adder, was no typical soldier himself. Beyond his personal strength, he was also brave, resourceful, and patient. Destroying the Skycloud border wall had been his crowning achievement, one which had burned him into the collective memory of mankind until the end of time.

News of Skycloud’s expeditionary force wasn’t exclusively known to the Sanctum. Every major player in the wastelands had heard of it. Yet, out of all of them, it appeared that only the Crimson One had the strength needed to fight off Skye Polaris, so what happened next came naturally.

First came the three who were formerly known as the titans of Hell’s Valley. They had been wandering through the desert, nearly three thousand strong, but soon chose to pledge themselves to the Sanctum’s banner. They were fine additions with strength comparable to high-grade demon hunters.

Those three titans alone constituted a significant growth in power, but there were also the many veteran soldiers they commanded.

After assimilating Hell’s Army, the Sanctum of Judgment rose to a whole new level of mastery. Before long, Toad and then Canker made it known that they would be joining as well. While they represented groups far away in the Northern Barrens where Skycloud held little sway, they were nonetheless sizable groups that could not be discounted.

As these famous groups came out in support of the church, countless more small and medium-sized organizations and their mighty constituents also pledged loyalty.

The Wastelands Alliance had been born under the auspices of the Crimson Church. Of course, with all the power now at its fingertips, it was not just a church any longer. It dropped this façade and took on a more applicable title – the Conclave of Judgment.

So it was that the Conclave of Judgment was arrayed to face General Skye and his expeditionary force. An already massive and still growing game of war had begun.

“What are we going to do about the Dark Atom and the Highwaymen?”

“As long as they make no moves against us, we will leave them be for now.” The Crimson One knew that both organizations were problems he would need to address eventually, but now was not the proper time. “Our focus must be on Skye Polaris.”

The Conclave, strong as it had become, was still no match for the combined might of Skycloud’s armies.

Freedom of movement and a loose political structure were the wastelands’ greatest assets. The vast, wild tracts were their domain. In a war against the Elysians, their most essential traits would be attrition and dexterity. But whatever the case, they would need a place to make their stand, a place like the Blisterpeaks that was defensible.

Fishmonger’s Borough was perfect but had turned its back on them. It now belonged to Squall and his Highwaymen.

However, places like that weren’t overly difficult to find. The Barrens had many cities, several of which were fine choices. Finally, they found an amenable place.

The Crimson One nodded. This place was acceptable. “This is temporary. There is one place perfect for our needs, but we must be patient. Once it is ours, we will be unconquerable!”


1 / The Plutocrat


Skycloud City, in the mansion of the Lunae family1. Several men in finely-beaten cotton doublets – faces pale and dripping sweat – were delivering an intelligence report to a portly man.

The one they groveled before was the head of household, patriarch of the Lunae family. He was also the richest man in all of Skycloud, Garuda Lunae2.

The men with their glittering garb were members of the family’s chamber of commerce. Any one of them was stupendously rich, but their sad faces couldn’t have been paler if it was the end of the world. For them, it very nearly was.

The wall’s destruction was an unparalleled attack on the realm, and among the first to feel it was the Lunae family. Half of their merchant vessels were destroyed in a blink, crippling their trade network. Skycloud’s previously well-organized merchant empire was thrown into disarray.

How large of a hit did they suffer? To put it simply, this catastrophe set the family back several hundred years!

Centuries of effort had gone up in smoke, and who knew how long the detrimental effects to the economy would last? Who could tell when the danger would pass and things could go back to normal? If they would go back to normal? Would their family even survive?

Garuda’s gem-encrusted fingers pinched the handle of a delicate teacup, but the tea inside had long gone cold. As the grim reports were delivered, he sat in glum silence, face expressionless as he looked over the figures.

“Patriarch, we’ve been robbed. Plundered!” a councilman moaned piteously. “Our family suffers. How do you suggest we handle this calamity?”

Garuda glanced at the man with his beady eyes. It was brief but enough so that the councilman knew he was speaking out of turn. Garuda’s hard eyes stole his voice.

“We lose a few ships and suffer a business setback, and this is how you react? You’re all a disappointment.”

The other men glanced at one another. “Lose a few ships”? Practically all of their fleet lay in ruins! Their business contacts were in tatters! The Lunae family’s business industry was spread far and wide with countless lives it was expected to support. How could anyone look at those figures and think this was anything other than an unprecedented disaster for their family?

“If we lose money, then we find a way to make it back. When business falters, there is a way to build new bridges. Money and business are like the tide, and there will be times when it ebbs and flows like a river in periods of drought and rain. All we need to do is make sure we’re situated properly and the wealth – like water – will continue to flow.” Skycloud’s ultimate plutocrat placed the teacup aside. “That being said, the troubles that face us are like an earthquake. It has shifted the terrain, and we no longer stand on a suitable precipice. However, it is important to remember that disaster and opportunity come hand-in-hand. You all foolishly focus on the troubles before your face, and it has blinded you to the fortune hidden behind. Breathlessly running around in a panic robs you of vision, leaving you shortsighted and ill-equipped to react when the time is right.”

One man, frowning, asked, “Is the Patriarch saying there is some way to turn this tragedy to our advantage?”

The rich man tented his gem-encrusted fingers and spoke unhurriedly. “The problems that arose have affected all of Skycloud, not just the Lunae family. Every business and merchant organization is staring at figures like these. Only the most tenacious and extensive parties will persist.”

Once again, the men looked at each other. These business moguls were smart and seemed to understand what he was getting at.

“Bad as it looks on paper, you can be certain that other merchant groups are faring worse. We are strong and smart. We will persevere. Meanwhile, other families will fold under the strain. If we play our cards right, we can turn this lull into a boon. Temporary pain could portend a great blessing for the Lunaes.” He continued to speak in tranquil tones. “People will always need more clothes and food to eat. So long as there is demand and a country to service, there is room for us. What is there to fear?”

The other council members’ eyes lit up. He made a good point!

“What’s more, with the wall down and wastelanders pouring through, we have a wider market. Even if it comes to all-out war, there is opportunity waiting for us, a tremendous opportunity given to the Lunae family by the gods themselves. And anyone who dares spread more nonsense to sow discord, I’ll make sure they are held accountable!”

“Yes, sir. Of course!”

“It’s a fine lesson, Patriarch. You’ve enlightened us all.”

“All praise the gods for their bounty. How could they lead us astray?”

All members of the Lunae chamber of commerce busily wiped the sweat from the brows and ceased their doomsaying.

To be honest, this thought hadn’t occurred to them. In their mind, this was a tragedy the Lunaes had never seen the likes of. How could anything good come from it? But their patriarch saw this astronomical cost as the price of business, a down payment on success and leverage for future riches. He was a real businessman, a worthy head of household.

A head of one of the offshoot families spoke up excitedly, “We can take this chance to buy out other families and take control of their production lines! As long as we make it through this tough period, we’ll come out the other side stronger than ever!”

“You still don’t fully understand.” The plutocrat’s eyes burned ever brighter. “This isn’t a matter of how much money is in our coffers or goods on our shelves. Chaos means restructuring. For years, the Lunae family has been seen as the overly fat pig, ripe for slaughter. Merchant families are only given lip service and no true respect. Can you not see that this is our chance to change that?”

Ah? Change?

A manor attendant hurried in and leaned towards the patriarch to whisper something into his ear. The merchant lord responded with, “Call Claudia immediately.”

The steward acknowledged and scurried away.

A grin spread across the large man’s face. “Opportunity knocks. Look closely.”

Several of the councilmen who served as the chamber’s backbone knew their patriarch to be shrewd and cunning. Yet, all of that disappeared in a flash, replaced with an honest and almost simple-minded sort of facade. Only Garuda’s confidantes knew it to be an act.

It was a face he put on only for outsiders.

The Lunaes were Skycloud’s richest family, but merchants were still disdained by Elysians. Garuda’s clever ruse of being supplicating and unthreatening had given the family the space it needed to grow.

A figure appeared at the doorway and strode inside.

“Welcome noble and mighty envoy!”

A wide and flattering smile was plastered on Garuda’s pudgy face. He bound up from his chair, wobbling like an enormous meatball, and clumsily stumbled forward, almost falling like a clown.

His visitor was a fair-skinned man in his middle years, skinny, and though handsome, was conspicuously missing a whole arm. His face was somewhat drawn and weak. There weren’t many in Skycloud familiar with him, yet he was a man to remember. Roc Polaris.

“Please sir, please take a seat.” The wealthy merchant fawned over Roc like an absurd, if generous host. The asinine smile never left his face. “You know it always struck me as a coincidence. Roc... Garuda... Similar, don’t you think? Only your humble host is like a golden tit before the mighty eagle of the Polaris envoy. I’ve long admired you and your work as a military commander3.”

Roc addressed the man with a somewhat humble persona. He smiled self-deprecatingly. “Enough, you could find a dozen like me in the Cloude family. I have no qualification to hold this post. It was just a result of my family’s lack of a talent pool. At any rate, I’m leaving the post. I’m special envoy for General Skye’s expeditionary force now.”

“Talons of God or expeditionary force, both are the bedrocks of our illustrious realm and worthy of this small man’s respect. I have always admired your strength and modesty.”

Roc couldn’t suppress a smile. As a patriarch, this fat man’s antics were an embarrassing display. “Your reputation for a philanthropic nature is widely known, Garuda. Why have you called me here?”

“Oh, I really haven’t earned the reputation of a philanthropist. I’m just an Elysian, one of two million citizens of our beautiful land. I am really only interested in doing my duty to the realm. How does the saying go? Oh, yes: The poor are morally rich, and the rich are universally responsible. This humble man before you has been blessed by the gods with wealth. Meanwhile, I think about the soldiers of the expeditionary force who are marching to fight and bleed for the prosperity of us all. Sadly, I am but a simple businessman. Otherwise, I would be proud to lift up a sword and fight shoulder-to-shoulder with you brave folk.”

Roc waved his one remaining hand. “Say your piece, Garuda.”

“Of course. I have thought long and hard about how to be of service to our realm. So, the Lunae family is prepared to offer to the expeditionary force all of our savings and military supplies.”

Garuda’s offer immediately stole the breath from the elderly chamber members still standing nearby. Roc was also stunned by the gracious offer.

The Lunae family was not your typical merchant business. Most of the food services and manufacturing services throughout all of Skycloud were involved with them somehow. After all, Garuda wasn’t known as the richest man in the realm for no reason. If he decided to be a patron for the expeditionary force, it would mean a great deal.

The news was certain to delight General Skye!

However, Roc did not immediately accept. Of course it wasn’t going to be this easy. Garuda was a businessman. Everything he did was a measure of cost versus benefit.

The plutocrat went on, “In addition, there are several younger members of our household who – despite our lowly station – aim for greatness. Trained warriors all, who I very much hope could join the army in their righteous mission. They, and I, are eager to bring glory to Skycloud.”

Roc looked back at him skeptically. “That’s it?”

A wry chuckle bubbled from the fat man’s throat. He was almost apologetic as he said, “And one more thing.”

At this point, a beautiful maiden with golden hair entered the chamber. Garuda hastily introduced her. “This is Claudia Lunae, a member of the League of Demon Hunters. She has earned accolades and command of a small squad, and if at all possible, I would be honored if the envoy would allow her to travel with him for a while. To serve Skycloud in her own way.”

Roc was finding it difficult to read the fat man’s intentions. Was there something wrong with his brain? Roc was not alone in this thought as many of the others could not fathom the patriarch’s lavish offers of assistance.

Garuda lightly patted the sweat from his portly face. “The life of a humble man such as myself has few prospects. I only hope to contribute as our men and women in uniform fight for our future. Perhaps you could impress upon General Skye how eager the Lunae family is to be of service.”

After a moment of consideration, Roc could find nothing wrong with this offer. He glanced briefly at the young woman standing mutely nearby and eventually nodded in agreement. “I’m not in active military service so I’m afraid there won’t be many opportunities for this young woman to prove herself. But I can recommend someone. If she were to offer her services to him, she might find it more beneficial.”

Garuda opened his eyes wide. “Who?”

“A young man but one who the General has placed great hopes in. He is certain to be a pillar of our army’s forces. Although few know his name so far, he is already preparing to take over my post as Warden of the Talons of God. They still work independently from the expeditionary force and are performing secret missions in service of our country.” Roc paused for a moment. “The Talons suffered many casualties on the slopes of the Blisterpeaks. If this young woman proves herself, I can’t see how he would refuse her help.”

Garuda immediately responded, “Excellent! Very good. Thank you, milord emissary – from the bottom of my simple heart!”

Roc then turned his gaze back towards Claudia. “As it just so happens, I need to find him now in order to formally hand over command. If the young miss has no objections, we can leave immediately, and I can make the introductions.”

Claudia’s wooden face pulled into a frown.

Expeditionary force? She wasn’t thrilled with the idea. She’d seen enough truth and cruelty during her three years with Hell’s Army.

Lately, Claudia had been itching to cultivate herself. She’d escaped this ugly world of business to serve as an instructor in the Demon Hunter Academy. However, although she was not happy with the deal, she had no choice but to capitulate under the pressing gaze of her father. “Very well.”

She had no choice. She was the patriarch’s daughter and was bound to obey.

Her father’s aim was to turn the Lunaes into a dominating force. His dream was to be able to hold his head high among the other nobles and join his voice with theirs in the Temple’s audience chamber. There wasn’t anything he wouldn’t sacrifice to reach that goal, his own daughter included.


2 / The New Warden


Once her transfer was approved, Claudia and her small team boarded an airship bound for the front lines. Four members of her squad were green, having freshly graduated from the academy. The fifth was the only one that could call herself a real demon hunter. For all intents and purposes, she was a babysitter lording over a bunch of rookies with no combat experience.

But rookies or no, a demon hunter was a demon hunter! Pick any one of them at random and Claudia was confident they could take on ten Elysian grunts!

They were a small unit of six, but with the proper tactics, they could handily defeat a whole company of foes. Fervent, excited light burned in the eyes of these young boys and girls. They knew nothing of the world and saw this only as a chance for them to prove their worth.

Years of grueling training had prepared them for this, right?

“Hey, big news! Did you hear? The sergeant’s family generously gave a small fortune to the expeditionary forces. This is something that almost never happens. Even the most saintly of people still have at least some selfish impulses, after all. I’ve never seen someone sacrifice so selflessly for the Elysian lands.”

The young man with an exorcist bow strung over his shoulder was bored with the stagnant atmosphere and was trying to kick up a conversation. Another stood next to him, and the two looked fairly similar. In fact, it was just the equipment that marked them as different as the second guy was laden with thick armor and an exorcist rod. The two were obviously brothers.

The one with the bow was Crain Sutherland. Much like his name, he found it hard to keep his mouth shut1. His older brother with the exorcist rod was Tigron Sutherland2 and was much larger in build and trained for close combat.

Both Crain and Tigron were promising young demon hunters, having graduated from the academy last year. Passable on their own, when working together, they were a force to be reckoned with.

Tigron nodded. “The sergeant is an amazing lady.”

Anyone who heard about the Lunaes’ act of generosity had respect for the merchant family.

Seated a little away from the two brothers was a young girl in a yellow cloak. She had to be no more than sixteen or seventeen years old and seemed rather shy. When she spoke, it was with a timid voice, and she tended to stutter, but underestimating her was a mistake.

Her name was Rei Belle, and she graduated second in her class at the Demon Hunter Academy. She was definitely not a book one could judge by its cover, for her tender and shy exterior hid explosive ability. Those who tried to bully and take advantage of her in school had learned that the hard way.

Her meek voice interjected, “What do you think of this?”

“It’s never that simple. The wastelands are immense, so the battle lines are stretched far and wide. Without support, the expeditionary force will quickly be stretched thin and weakened. General Skye can’t raise enough materials to support everyone on such short notice all on his own.” Claudia paused to let her lips stretch into a mocking grin. “So it was never a question of ‘will he come asking for help’, but when. In this case, it’s better to offer up the contribution before he even asks, winning better standing and reputation. It puts you in a better bargaining position.”

The others looked quietly at one another. Hearing this from their sergeant’s mouth sounded strange.

“Let’s not talk about it.” This one was a thin girl with long red hair. She had graduated top of their class, the strongest of the crew. Her name was Belinda Pyrrus, born to the noble Pyrrus family and with all the arrogant bearing that entailed. She found nearly everyone she met lowly and distasteful with the notable exception of Claudia Lunae. “Sister Claudia’s training methods have a distinct military feel. I can tell you’ve been in active service. Definitely not the ordinary forces, though. I suspect… Court of Shadows?”

“How can you just ask that sort of question, Belinda?”

She was cut off before Claudia could answer by a man who looked to be around twenty-five – around the same age as Claudia herself. Mason Swain was corporal of the squad, second-in-command. He was stout of build and carried a heavy shield – obviously a demon hunter specialized in defense. Mason had the experience of ten missions under his belt, and while not exactly a fully-fledged demon hunter, he could definitely hold his own. Besides Claudia, he was the only one of the squad who wasn’t a novice.

“And even if she was part of the Court, it’s not like she could go around talking about such a secret organization.”

Belinda answered with a derisive sniff. Some people were well-behaved because they didn’t have any skill to speak of. Mason was just that sort of nice guy. Belinda showed respect because of his age and rank, but it remained to be seen whether the corporal would keep his job for very long.

Claudia didn’t answer the curious student’s question. “We’ve left Skycloud now. Remember what I told you; things are going to get dangerous, so keep your eyes peeled.”

Crain chortled arrogantly. “With a woman as experienced and skilled as you leading the way, sergeant, what do we have to be scared of? I don’t know about the rest of you, but I’m thrilled to have this chance! I’m looking forward to kicking the hell out of all the wastelanders we find alongside our glorious army!”

Tigron silently nodded, and the others all voiced their agreement.

“That’s risky thinking.” Claudia planted herself squarely in front of the young crew. “I had a similar mindset when I went on my first mission. Because of it, almost two thousand men lost their lives in the wastelands including a good friend of mine. I was wounded but lived. It changed me. Remember that it doesn’t matter what you come across out there. Never take your task lightly.”

Claudia’s eyes were a strange mix of hatred, helpless sadness, and the scars of an old fear. She looked at each of her charges in turn, lingering especially on the unruly noble Belinda. Something about her reminded Claudia of herself three years ago.

“We’re here.”

A typical borderlands settlement was pulling into view.

Sprawling buildings sprouting from one another in a mess of ramshackle structures met their eyes. Roads snaking through the settlement were uneven and littered with potholes. Glimmers shone off the metallic armor of expedition soldiers who wandered the lanes. There were scores of them, turning the settlement into a bustling center of activity.

It was the first time these young ones had ever left Skycloud, so they watched the scene with eyes full of wonder. A voice from behind called their attention.

“Welcome to Sandbar Station.”

Somehow, the man had gotten right up behind them without anyone noticing. They didn’t need to look to know he was a man of skill.

When Claudia heard the voice, her face darkened. “Why aren’t you dead yet?”

Her squad members put their hands on their weapons and looked over, looking as though they were ready to act at a moment’s notice. What they saw was a man dressed strangely. He wore demon hunter armor with a tattered gray cloak overlying it. His face was covered by an odd mask, and perched there on his left shoulder was the most adorable little ball of fluff – a veritable orb of golden feathers.

“Don’t be so rude.” Envoy Roc quietly chastised her. “This is your new commander, Warden Cloudhawk.”

Cloudhawk? Why did that name sound so familiar…?

It came to them after a moment. A while ago when the wall collapsed, the Temple purported to have the mastermind in custody. Wasn’t that sinner called Cloudhawk? It was an infamous name back home, so the first question in their minds was the same as their sergeant’s. Why wasn’t he dead?

Hell, never mind why he isn’t dead. How is someone like him our new commander?!

Cloudhawk pulled the mask off his face, revealing handsome features and a coquettish smile. “Unfortunately, I’m still kicking. They even gave me a promotion if you can believe it. Now, it’s my turn for questions. Why did you bring them here, milord emissary?”

Roc didn’t know Cloudhawk and Claudia knew each other, but it was now obvious that there was some history there. Roc paid it no mind, though, and explained the situation. “Many Talons died on the Blisterpeaks, and I don’t have many men to hand over. It just so happens that Claudia Lunae volunteered to join right when we are in dire need of manpower.”

Cloudhawk nodded. “Fine. They aren’t much to look at, but beggars can’t be choosers.”

“Who isn’t much to look at?!” Belinda’s temper flared, and Cloudhawk earned angry stares from the Sutherland brothers. Once they heard his name, no one in the squad was willing to show this fiend an ounce of respect. “You think our sergeant would debase herself working for you?!”

Roc’s face grew stern. “Impudence! Do you know who you’re talking to?!”

“It’s fine, relax. They’re kids. Don’t let them bring you down to their level. I’ll handle it.” Cloudhawk waggled his hand as though shooing the matter away. “You’ve done much already. I have a fine bottle of alcohol I’d like to share with you.”

“I can’t. I’m here to transfer command of the Talons to you. Henceforth, you will be known as Warden of the Talons of God.” Roc fished out his official orders and handed them to Cloudhawk. From this point forward, he was a man of status. “You have higher jurisdiction among the expeditionary force than an ordinary lieutenant-general. You report directly to General Skye and have the authority to conscript other units to your aid in the course of a special mission.”

“Thank you kindly.”

“In addition, I have a gift for you. Just a little something from me.” Roc produced a pair of silver short swords. They were oddly forged so that the blades seemed to writhe like metallic snakes. Cloudhawk heard the significant resonance of a relic come from them. “The Silver Serpents, weapons I kept in my sleeves for when they were needed. I held them for twenty years, but since I can’t make much use of them anymore and you’re the new Warden, it’s only fitting that they should pass to you. Consider them a token of my esteem.”

The Silver Serpents were a special pair of relics, cunning and unassuming. While they didn’t look like much, they were certainly deadly. Since Cloudhawk was currently lacking a suitable weapon, he accepted without much fuss.

After twenty years of service, it would be a lie to say Roc didn’t miss his command. There was no way he could completely ignore the pang of jealousy he felt after being replaced by this young man.

But, he trusted General Skye and his eye for talent. He bowed to the old warrior’s wisdom. So it was that with the transfer of command concluded. Roc left to report for his next assignment.

Cloudhawk stood there staring at Claudia, and she stared right back. For a long time, the two brooded over the old days, which made the atmosphere awkward. Even though three whole years had passed, there was still no love lost between these two.

Just then, someone rushed up to interrupt them. “There’s a letter addressed to you, Warden!”

Cloudhawk accepted the paper and glanced it over. The corners of his eyes winced ever so slightly. Then, he folded the sheet and put it away. Suddenly, he was full of authority. “Excellent, we’ve already got a mission. You all get ready. We’re heading out right away.”


3 / A Plea For Help


Excellency Cloudhawk,

Woodland Vale’s situation is grave.

Please send help,

– Barb

The note was short, scrawled on a sheepskin map, and didn’t describe what problem she was facing. It was delivered by a man who wore strange garb and had ridden in astride an enormous bird. He died moments after delivering the letter before he could say a word.

Cloudhawk felt like a cold hand was gripping his heart. This was bad. Gabriel, Barb, that old drunk… He was the one who had ordered them to go.

The idea was to protect Autumn on her way back to Woodland Vale and then come back as soon as they collected their fee. Instead, almost a month had gone past, and he hadn’t heard a thing. Now, all of a sudden, this. What sort of mess had they gotten involved in?

It wasn’t like Gabriel couldn’t handle himself.

In fact, even after all these years, Cloudhawk still didn’t have a full handle on just how strong Gabriel really was. Each time they got in a fight, he kept his head and didn’t let Naberius off the leash. Cloudhawk knew that if he did, his psychic energy would become at least several times stronger.

Barb had learned some serious martial abilities in her time and had an uncommon explosive attack power she could draw on if needed. As for the old lush, what was there to say besides that he was the one called the War Saint? In his prime, he could probably go several rounds with General Skye and come out on top. Even in his current sorry state, it wasn’t like some half-assed scrub could take him down.

Autumn was the inheritor of her people’s historic powers, and now, she had their artifact as well. All told, that was some serious firepower, so what was giving them so much trouble? He ruled out a threat from the people of the Vale. From what he’d heard from Autumn, the drunk could probably handle all their soldiers by himself.

Reputedly, there was some sort of powerful beast harrowing the people who lived there.

Cloudhawk guessed it was possible that was the problem, although it should have been a problem easily handled. After all, how strong could a single monster really be? What really made him nervous was the possibility that something else was at play, some other dark actor he didn’t know about. Maybe someone had already managed to infiltrate Woodland Vale, and if that were true, then it made things far more complicated.

But, he wasn’t going to waste his time with wild guesses.

Woodland Vale wasn’t itself a secret. Squall knew about it. Wolfblade knew about it. The Crimson One, Skycloud… Unless you were deaf, dumb, and blind, you knew the story. Everyone wanted what it promised, so even though no one knew where it was, it was still disputed territory.

“Report the situation to the General immediately. And tell Commander Drake’s men to get ready.”

Upon becoming Warden, Cloudhawk was part of the expeditionary force’s leadership. Both to protect his friends and to keep his promise to General Skye, he decided to leave matters on the front lines to the expeditionary force.

The Conclave of Judgment and Skycloud’s army were both strong. Their deathmatch was destined to be a catastrophe for both sides.

This put him in an awkward position. Most of his friends – Dawn, Drake, even Selene – had joined the expeditionary force. General Skye led them personally and would go where they went. He didn’t want anything to happen to them, but if they won, it meant the wastelands were destined for a bloodbath. His old stomping grounds would be cleaned out and looted.

That meant Squall, Hellflower, Coal, and others. What was he going to do when he inevitably had to face them?

It wasn’t like Cloudhawk could have stopped the Conclave or General Skye’s new army from being created. He sure as hell couldn’t stop them from going at each other’s throats either. Far as he could tell, Cloudhawk’s only option was to keep climbing the ranks until he had the clout to have better choices available.

Now that the great wall was gone, Skycloud’s era of infinite energy was over. Suddenly, the Elysian realm was feeling the same hunger for energy that everyone else did. Since the wastelands shared the same problem, everyone’s eyes were searching for where Woodland Vale was hidden.

Woodland Vale wasn’t just a millennia-old vault. It was also a perfect natural chasm.

If General Skye’s forces took control, they could be stationed there indefinitely. Not only would the Vale’s treasures strengthen their weapons, but it would also serve as a perfect staging point to strike out at anyone in the wastelands. It had extremely high strategic value.

On the other hand, if a wastelander organization managed to seize the Vale, they could exploit its natural defenses and broad resources to become almost invincible. From there on, a nasty and prolonged battle with Skycloud was a certainty.

The moment Woodland Vale was exposed, it became the center of a worldwide dispute. Nothing could stop the storm that was coming.

From where he was standing, it seemed like a better idea to be proactive. Strike now before the Vale fell into someone else’s hands. At least, he could force the Vale out of its passive stance into a more active role. As for what to do later down the road, that would be decided when the situation was clearer.

An aggressive officer approached Cloudhawk and snapped to attention. “Warden, the request for forces from Lieutenant-General Drake has been delivered.”

Drake and his company weren’t far off. One night was more than enough time for word to get to them.

Cloudhawk looked the officer over. He was a man in his thirties with a very peculiar suite of armor. It was beautifully-made of superior materials that made it more defensive. The weapon he carried was the changeable sort that could be switched from sword to pike to bow to crossbow as needed. Yet, the most eye-catching detail was the helmet, which was fashioned to look like a great eagle spreading its wings. It added to his valorous and majestic demeanor.

“You’re one of the men Roc brought, yes?” Cloudhawk asked. “What’s your name?”

“Colonel Rio Clifton. I was born into the Polaris family!” The man’s face was wooden, and his voice boisterous. “Chief of Operations for the Talons of God.”

He’d approached Cloudhawk in a tavern. Leaning back against the bar, he continued, “If I were you, I’d probably be pretty sour that General Skye passed me over for an outsider. Am I right?”

Nothing in Rio’s expression changed. “My duty is to obey the orders of my superior!”

This earned a chuckle from Cloudhawk. “If I ordered you to leap into a fire pit, what would you do?”

“The substance of the order does not matter.” However, the flash of displeasure in Rio’s eyes said something different. Not because of the ludicrous question but because Cloudhawk was questioning his loyalty. He chose to speak further. “Not just me, whatever order is given to a Talon – whether it’s to jump in a fire or slit our own throats – we execute without hesitation.”

How interesting.

Cloudhawk had never sparred with the guy, of course, but he could tell that he probably fought as well as Drake. Without relics, Cloudhawk wasn’t sure he could take the man in a straight fight.

Where did they find such strong and loyal soldiers?

Cloudhawk continued his line of questioning, “How many men are under my command?”

“Since many Talons were ordered to be General Aegir’s personal protection detail, many of our number were lost at the Blisterpeaks.” Rio paused for a moment. “At this point, myself included, four hundred and twenty-three Talons remain. And the Condor, our warship.”

Cloudhawk wasn’t expecting that. “More than four hundred men are waiting for me to give them orders?”

“You are our Warden.”

He felt like his head was swimming.

The General’s one hell of a guy! He’d been gifted one hell of a post. Talons were carefully chosen from among the best soldiers of the Polaris family. They were strong, resolute, and almost mechanical in their efficiency. Without a doubt, the Talons were a mighty force, about as deadly as Hell’s Army – only better equipped. With four hundred of these guys by his side, what battle did he have to fear?

Cloudhawk told Rio to spread the word. They would be leaving soon.

Nearby, a young girl poked her head out from around a corner. She furtively watched Cloudhawk, trying to avoid attention. While she never learned who he was exactly, the large numbers of soldiers who kept coming by were all very respectful to him.

Was he an Elysian military officer? He wasn’t like any soldier she’d ever seen.

Azura was distracted for a moment while in thought, and when she looked back towards Cloudhawk, he was gone. Suddenly, she felt a shove from behind and spun around. There in front of her was a terrifying ghost face. She fell onto her rump with an oof and scrambled backwards, throwing the basket in her arms into the air. The snacks she’d been carrying tumbled all over the place.

“Ahhh!”

Azura hurriedly snatched up her goodies with a sour face.

“You little waif.” Cloudhawk pulled off his mask, revealing a mischievous grin. “You’re slacking off and eating food!”

Her face immediately turned red, and her big beautiful eyes glimmered with tears. Her piteous voice whined at him, “Have not!”

Cloudhawk grunted, “I don’t like kids who lie.”

“I practiced the moves twice, meditated for three cycles, practiced weapons for two hours, and studied fifty new words...” Azura, with a flustered countenance, counted on her fingers as she outlined her accomplishments. She then nodded. “I finished everything!”

In order to harden the little one’s will, Cloudhawk had deliberately given her what he thought was more than she could handle. Instead, the kid, no taller than his waist, had done it all.

She was just full of surprises.

“I did it all myself. Then, I heard you hadn’t eaten yet, Teacher, so I was preparing you some food.” She glowered at the dirty cakes clutched in her hands. “Now, they’re dirty. I’ll go ahead and take them...”

“You know, you’re right. I am hungry.” Cloudhawk plucked one from her grasp and took a hearty bite. He gave the mouthful a good chew and swallowed before giving her a thumbs-up. “Good work! You can already make cakes at your age. There is no limit to how bright your future will be.”

Azura watched as he stuffed the dirty cake into his mouth and was filled with delight. She’d made them with the help of sister Jasmine. She was just a child after all, and even a talented child couldn’t bake at her age. Even though it had gotten dirty, Cloudhawk still went ahead and ate it. He had eaten far worse…

“Why are there so many soldiers outside?”

“Because there’s going to be a fight. They’re getting ready.”

Her big eyes twinkled with confusion. “Why? Isn’t it better not to fight?”

His tiny disciple’s question gave him pause. Yeah… why did they have to fight? He wasn’t sure he had an answer.

However, even though he hardly considered himself the teacher sort, he couldn’t look like a fool in front of the kid. So, he tried. “On the surface, it’s because of survival and religion. Really, though, it’s all about desire.”

“Desire what?”

“Well… everyone has desires, all sorts of desires. It doesn’t matter where they come from, what sort of person they are. In the end, it all comes down to what they want. It’s the source of why we do things, create things, but also the source of suffering and weakness.”

He could tell by the look in her eyes that she didn’t really understand.

“You’ll get it once you’re older.” He ruffled her hair. “All in all, desire is a good thing, but the strong and the smart know how to control their desires. The weak and the stupid are controlled by them. That’s one reason why you have to get strong.”

“Ngh! I won’t let you down, Teacher!” Blue firmly looked back at him. “But, can you bring me with you when you go?”

“It’s safer here.”

“I can learn more if I’m with you. When Teacher’s gone so much, there isn’t anyone here who can help me get strong.”

Cloudhawk thought for a moment. “Fine,” he said. “I’ll bring you along.”


4 / High Altitude Interception


At dawn of the second day, Drake and his regiment arrived at Sandbar Station. He joined with Cloudhawk’s Talons of God, and they boarded their flagship, Condor. They wasted no time in departing for Woodland Vale.

Condor was twice the size of a normal warship. In total, there were three energy pylons that powered it, which allowed it to move much faster. Any one of the three pylons was enough to keep the ship afloat, so it was in no danger of falling during the expedition.

In addition, the ship’s offensive and defensive capabilities were quite unique. It had installed within it one long-range beam pylon, another mid-range flame pylon, and a shield reinforcement pylon.

Condor was a gift from the Polaris family to the Warden of the Talons, their greatest airship. Drake’s corps had two warships of its own as well as an entourage of smaller guard ships and long-range supply vessels. The warships were standard issue with one pylon each for energy, attack, and defense. In addition, they were equipped with detachable heavy ballistae and other weapons. Their support vessels were not so heavily equipped.

Cloudhawk’s Talons numbered four hundred strong. Drake had brought with him three thousand soldiers. Not an overwhelming force by any means but enough to consider themselves a small army. Cloudhawk was confident it was suitable to deal with any problem they might come across.

“What are you doing, bringing a child?!”

Claudia was shocked when she saw the little girl following him around like a puppy. Anger immediately reddened her cheeks.

She and the others had been briefed on their mission. She knew how important it was. It was bad enough that their commanding officer flouted military discipline, but he was now bringing defenseless kids with them?

Who was she, anyway? His bastard daughter? Was he too stupid to know how dangerous the wastelands were?

Cloudhawk was in the flagship’s war room with his legs on the desk and a big cigarette hanging from his lips. He slurred his response around it, “Sergeant Claudia Lunae! Don’t forget your place. What authority do you have to question your commanding officer’s decisions?”

Hateful! Monstrous! Someone needs to smash this idiot’s smug face in!

The members of Claudia’s squad were already opposed to associating with this ex-convict. Facing his bad attitude – especially when directed to their sergeant – caused the younger members to nearly spit in rage.

Demon hunters were a welcomed, respected group! Any troop should be thrilled to have them as part of their number!

The Talons were not a demon hunter force per se. They should feel proud to have a squad attached as support! Instead, this bastard Cloudhawk seemed to take every opportunity to malign them.

Belinda wasn’t afraid to be loud and confrontational. “What you’re doing is in violation of military doctrine, article three section four. I’ll report you to be court-martialed! I’d love to see if you’d be this pompous during the hearing!”

Well said! The Sutherland brothers had choice words of their own on the tips of their tongues. Meanwhile, Mason and Rei looked on helplessly.

“Since you know my name, I’m sure you have some idea of my history. If you feel tattling on me would do a damn thing, then please, be my guest.” Cloudhawk stamped his cigarette out on the conference desk and rose to his feet, facing the impertinent young girl with an air of indifference. “Hey, newbie, let me tell you something. Twice I’ve been brought before the Temple for judgment, and twice I got out. You think a shitty court-martial will do me in?”

Belinda was so furious that her face was beet red. He was a scoundrel, through and through. How could a despicable thing like him exist in the Elysian lands? Not only was it shocking that he even exists, how could he be their commander? Were they dredging the bottom of the barrel?

It was especially cloying to note that Cloudhawk was only a couple years older than them but held such a high post. He had to be very skilled. He had to know something the sergeant didn’t. Otherwise, she definitely was strong enough to stomp him into the dirt.

“Introductions, then. This is my little disciple, Azura. I call her Blue.”

She was a quick kid and recognized the tense air. Afraid to say something wrong in front of these haughty strangers, she instead kept her mouth shut.

“I guess I should remind you all that I’m the highest-ranking commander here. Obviously, I’m a busy man and don’t have a lot of time to train her. So, I need someone to give her a little tutoring when I can’t.” He said it almost like he was muttering to himself. Suddenly, he slapped a hand to his forehead as though he’d had an epiphany. “I can just have you teach her some basic demon hunter moves!”

He jabbed a finger towards Claudia.

The demon hunter squad was ready to erupt into protest. They were here to fight, not babysit! But, they were stopped before they could openly rebel.

“Rio!”

“Colonel Rio present, sir!”

“You’re now Blue’s martial arts teacher.”

“Yes, sir!” He gave a salute of acknowledgment and showed no objection.

Cloudhawk glanced at the others as if to say,” See? This is how a soldier behaves.”

I am leader of the Talons, and you lot are demon hunters dispatched as my support. For all intents and purposes, a part of the Talons – under my command!

Claudia waved her hand to silence her squad. After three years, she knew exactly the kind of person Cloudhawk was.

He was a rogue. The more rankled you were, the more joy he got out of it. As their direct superior, picking a fight with him was only going to get them into trouble. She didn’t like it, but she would accept it.

Cloudhawk, on the other hand, was disappointed that he could no longer get under her skin. This Claudia wasn’t the same one he knew from before.

If she were, her temper wouldn’t have allowed her to suffer such a perceived insult. Back in the day, she was just as aggressive and irritable as the one called Belinda. Time really was a knife that cut everything, wasn’t it? It sure made things boring.

“Warden,” Colonel Rio interrupted to give a report. “We have a situation.”

“What is it?”

“We’ve come across a heavy fog.”

Fog? Unexpected. Something didn’t seem right.

A lot had changed after the wall fell, including drastic changes to wastelands climate. That said, heavy fog only appeared in places of very high humidity. It was definitely not a common sight in a place as dry and arid as the wastes.

“Alright, let’s go take a look!”

All together, they raced to the deck and were met by a milky blanket of fog. It hid the horizon all around, and in fact, the naked eye could only cut through it to about ten meters.

They could no longer see Drake’s vessels, which were hidden somewhere in the blanket of gray.

Elysian ships had several methods they used to communicate. For the simplest orders, horns were preferred while more complicated instructions were shared with flags signals. Of course, if they couldn’t see each other, then their communications were effectively cut.

“No… this isn’t some ordinary fog. A relic is doing this!”

It was faint but still obvious to Cloudhawk. He could hear the resonance of a relic in that fog, leaving no doubt in his mind. They were caught in a trap.

“The only wastelander group with demon hunters is the Conclave of Judgment. Sound the horns, gather the ships, and prepare to fight!”

Rio immediately passed down the orders without a moment’s hesitation.

Cloudhawk cast out a hand, and Oddball darted into the air on command, off to see what it could find.

Meanwhile, the demon hunters with Claudia looked scornfully at their new commander. He was making a big deal out of nonsense. There wasn’t anything to see out in that fog. What made him think a demon hunter was doing it?

However, Claudia’s face was stern. She believed every word. “You lot go below deck. Don’t come back out until I give the word.”

Crain protested, “Sarge, don’t tell me you believe this gibberish?”

“Shut your mouth.” Mason was Claudia’s most loyal soldier, her equivalent to Cloudhawk’s Rio. “She has her reasons. Don’t question them. Now, go below!”

They begrudgingly started to go.

Oddball relayed a surprising scene to its master. A strange expression dawned on Cloudhawk’s face, one of disbelief. Suddenly, his voice rang out, muffled by the thick air, “Evade! Evade!”

Before the sound of his voice faded, he spun around and grabbed Azura.

She didn’t know what was happening. All of a sudden, she was flung up over Cloudhawk’s shoulder. She looked up, and that’s when she saw the dark outline appearing through the mist.

One… two… three of them. Like nightmares given form.

They’d managed to slip very close to Condor, hidden by the fog. By the time they came into view, it was too late to change course.

Not good! Incoming!

“They’re going to ram us!” Rio’s voice cried. “Engage shields!”

A cadre of modified Elysian ships was finally revealed. They’d been reinforced with an ugly layer of twisted black metal, and their decks were lined with cannons. The ships were no smaller or less numerous than their own armada, and they also had several wastelander airships on the flanks as support.

BOOM! The impact caused the air to shudder!

The black-clad warship smashed into its target. The leading support vessel guiding their fleet was too small. Its defenses weren’t strong enough, so at the moment of impact, it was nearly broken in two. Its energy pylon was destroyed, and they watched as it fell through the air and vanished into the fog.

They were caught in an air battle! Ship against ship! Shields against shields!

After the opening strike, the ships that had been lying in wait unleashed their attacks. Dozens of cannons, poised and primed, spat hot iron towards them. This opening salvo struck their shields while their own attack pylons fired beams of light. Already, their defenses were strained.

Condor had suffered the brunt of their sneak attack. Cloudhawk, Claudia… everyone looked around and tried to get their bearings after the ambush. No one had expected to face such fierce air combat this deep in the wastelands.

What were Elysian ships doing out here?

Cloudhawk eventually got his feet back under him. He shouted for attention, “Status report!”

“Cracks are appearing in the shields. The enemy is among the fleet. They’re all around us!” Rio had his sword in hand, and a dozen more Talons were rushing forward. “Protect the Warden!”

Mason was also shouting to the squad of novices. “We’re in combat! Form up. Don’t get separated!”

Crain, Tigron, Rei, and Belinda nervously tried to look everywhere at once. No one knew where the enemy had come from or where they would strike next. They had no clue as to who their attackers even were.

All of a sudden, a shower of arrows plummeted towards them! Everyone scrambled to avoid, with Cloudhawk’s forces still trying to get a handle on the situation.

Cloudhawk shouted over to Claudia, “Where are they?”

She’d already grabbed her Seeker’s Torque and reached out with her mind. She gave her answer through a grim scowl, “Everywhere. We’re surrounded. They’re coming.”

Sure enough, a host of soldiers dressed in Elysian military attire appeared from the mist. They were fast and organized, attacking different ships from different directions to keep their prey guessing.

Mason cried out, “The enemy is here!”

Just as Claudia reached for her relic, Tempest Flower, she suddenly recognized their foes. Her expression changed all at once. “Hell’s Army!”

Indeed, they were the veterans of Skycloud’s former secret legion! Warriors from Hell’s Army were trying to destroy them!

It was only a few months ago that Claudia trained with these people. It was incredible to think that, in such a short time, they would be facing one another on opposite sides of a battle.

Cloudhawk realized their target had somehow been exposed. The Conclave of Judgment was definitely laying siege to Woodland Vale. They’d sent Hell’s Army out to intercept Cloudhawk’s forces before they could interfere.

“What a pain in the ass!” Cloudhawk handed Azura off to the Talons. He knew how Hell’s Army did things. Once she was safe with his men, he turned back to the fog and shouted as loudly as he could. “Hello, Instructors! Is fighting our only choice here? Maybe you can let us go. What do you say?”


5 / A Desperate Struggle


“Warden, watch out!” Rio shouted as another volley of poisoned arrows came whistling through the fog.

The veterans of Hell’s Army were practiced killers, and they used bows with the range and precision of snipers. Even at several hundred meters away, they were dead-on, and their shots were strong. Typical Elysian armor would be punched through like paper.

Most importantly, they were all headed right for Cloudhawk.

His hands shot out from underneath the tattered cloak. Immediately, there was a flash of silver as the Silver Serpents slipped into his grip. He moved them with incredible speed, creating a net of steel. Before the other soldiers around him could even react, Cloudhawk reduced the arrows to sawdust. Pieces of them fell around him, leaving behind piles of splinters.

Another flash and the Silver Serpents disappeared into his sleeves. Like nothing had happened.

Surprise and admiration showed on the faces of the Talons who saw. Weren’t those the blades of their former Warden?

They were a fine pair of relics which, because they were usually hidden in one’s clothes, were sometimes called Sleeve Snakes. They were sharp and made for brutal, unseen attacks. Each one could adjust from short to long as needed and could take a life in the blink of an eye.

But, they weren’t easy to control. For most, practice was needed before they could be used effectively. However, Cloudhawk was a master right away, having wielded them with ease. Judging by how he commanded these tools, his psychic energies had to rival any of the talented stars of his generation.

Judging from the arrows that they’d tried to pepper him with, they weren’t going to be able to talk their way out of this problem. And if Hell’s Army was here, it meant their masters were not far.

By now, Cloudhawk was confident he could take any one of his old instructors in a fight and hold his own. Three together, though – he didn’t like the thought of that. He couldn’t rely on Drake, Claudia, Rio, or the others either. None of them was a match for the Giants of Hell’s Valley.

Cloudhawk leveled his next order at Claudia, “Get the scrubs out of here!”

One Hell’s Army soldier was worth at least ten Elysian grunts. These days, they were equipped with technologically-advanced gear and had Conclave demon hunters as backup. They’d gotten the drop on his people and had a first-strike advantage. Hell’s Army moved in a systematic and brutal way, and so far, it was all going according to their plan.

Both Cloudhawk and Claudia knew what to expect from Hell’s Army, the things they were capable of, and what they could do. It was too dangerous for a group of kids with no real combat experience, and their enemy wasn’t going to show them any mercy.

Claudia released Tempest Flower, which immediately erupted into a shower of metallic petals. Whipping around into a cutting whirlwind, it went in search of targets. Anyone who was unfortunate enough to get caught inside would be cut to pieces in an instant. She then turned to her team. “Retreat!”

Belinda saw figures just out of view, hidden in the mist. Ignoring her sergeant for the moment, she drew her bow and fired. Her target, being prepared, dodged out of harm’s way and ducked back into the mist. Her energy arrow blasted a chunk out of Condor’s deck.

“Fleeing just as a battle starts is cowardly. We’re demon hunters!”

Soldiers were rushing to their stations, eager to fight. How could noble demon hunters be hidden below decks when the action was outside?

An ear-piercing sound captured their attention. Eyes snapped up as a steel-forged arrow burst through the protective shell Claudia’s Tempest Flower had created. It was strong, and as it passed through, a shower of sparks turned the mist orange briefly. One of the novice demon hunters was struck full-on and knocked off his feet.

“Crain!” Shouts of surprise and alarm rang out. He’d been shot by one of the former Hell’s Valley teaching assistants.

Claudia felt fury bubble up inside her. She harnessed it, turning it into mental energy and channeling it through her relic. The tempest of petals under her command spun faster, gathered up, and then surged towards their enemies like a flood. The attacker pulled his bow apart into two swords and spun like a dervish as the petals approached. Steel met steel a hundred times, filling the air with screeching sounds and flashes of light. However, Claudia’s attack did not draw blood.

Several figures had landed nearby while they were distracted.

Boom! Condor’s deck continued to be punished.

This first wave of invaders served as suicide soldiers. They’d come to demolish the flagship and cripple them before they could fight back. If they got their way… Cloudhawk didn’t want to imagine the consequences.

“Sons of bitches! Where are those three assholes?!” Despite his best efforts, Cloudhawk couldn’t pinpoint any of his former instructors. But somehow, he could sense they were close, just on the outside of what he could detect, waiting for the right time to strike. “I don’t need protection. Go protect the scrubs.”

How were they supposed to help? Everything was a mess!

Caught in combat with the Hell’s Army pirates, Claudia’s protective wall of steel petals was starting to show holes. Another group slipped in with a few wastelanders among them, worming their way through cracks in the defenses, aiming to put down the demon hunters quickly.

No one knew Elysians better than other Elysians. Hell’s Army knew exactly what kind of destruction demon hunters were capable of in a battle, making them high-value targets.

Crain’s sudden and violent injury had thrown the rest of the squad into disarray. Figures were closing in on all sides, and they didn’t know where to turn. Without any sort of defense, Hell’s Army closed in on them for the kill with grenades and poisoned darts.

“Out of the way!”

The squad’s corporal raced forward, displaying the speed and reaction time of a proper demon hunter. Mason plastered the bottom of his shield into the deck and braced himself behind it. Suddenly, it extended several meters in height and width. Telltale sounds of metal on metal rang out as the arrows were knocked away. Several dazzling explosions followed, but no one was injured.

Mason was built for this; he was a demon hunter specializing in defense. However, while his guard was strong, it did have one major flaw – he could only protect one direction at a time, the area right in front of him. Seeing this, a pair of Hell’s Army veterans changed tactics and swung around. One slipped up from behind and attacked.

Tigron gaped, dumbfounded by the ferocity. “How are these soldiers so lethal?!”

As the top members of their class in the Academy, it was unavoidable for them to not have an overly high opinion of themselves. Normal soldiers were hardly worth a second glance to them, after all… but these warriors were different. Each one was more terrible than the last! They were confronted with the reality that one-on-one, they would probably end up dead against any one of them.

Their enemy was superior both in combat skills and destructive abilities. While the young demon hunters might have had a leg up in sheer power, that wasn’t enough. Will, experience, morale… these were important qualities they lacked.

Colonel Rio threw himself at the attacker with a well-placed Spearhead, leaping through the mist like a tiger towards its prey. The attackers quickly dodged, revealing the extent of their training. Rio landed hard, generating cracks in the beleaguered wood of the deck. Light gleamed off the thin Talon rapier he held in his right hand, and then, that light washed over one of his foes like a cold waterfall. The man fell apart onto the deck in a hundred mangled pieces.

Suddenly faced with this brutal and valiant challenger, the other warriors tried to flee. Rio drew out a small spear, flicked his wrist, and let fly. It stretched it midair from a third of a meter to nearly three full meters before embedding itself in the man’s throat. The spiked point jutted from the back of his neck, dripping with fresh blood.

The demon hunters were shaken back to reality. A fireball sparked to life in Belinda’s hand. She flung it at a wastelander who’d been closing in, turning him to ash in a matter of seconds.

Rei knelt beside Crain’s injured form with her hands outstretched. A gentle light spread from her palms, and suddenly, her friend’s mortal wound began to stitch itself shut.

“I’ll cover you!” Mason had planted himself in front of a host of wastelanders and Hell’s Army soldiers. “Get out of here!”

The fight raged all around them, suddenly at a fever pitch. The deck of Condor had become a war zone.

Cloudhawk had escaped to the ship’s command room with Azura in tow where he instructed her to stay put. He ordered a group of Talon soldiers to protect her with their lives.

Elysian control rooms were interesting. They consisted of several ivory orbs, each of which allowed the user to control an aspect of the ship. The ship’s keepers stood by the orbs with their hands resting on them, controlling the various systems with their mental power.

Outside, one of the Hell’s Army ships released a beam of energy it had been gathering for a long time.

The resulting explosion was deafening.

Cloudhawk watched from a nearby porthole as the beam streaked past Condor and struck one of Drake’s vessels straight on. Its shields were immediately overcome, causing its beautifully carved hull to crack and break apart. A number of soldiers fell through the cracks, screaming as they disappeared into the fog.

The whole ship listed to one side, in danger of capsizing.

Cloudhawk spat out a curse. “What’s our status!?”

The ship’s captain, drenched in sweat, was busily maneuvering Condor. “Warden, things aren’t looking good. We’ve already lost our protection detail, and all our warships – including the Condor – have been boarded. If just one of the primary warships is shot down, we could be wiped out.”

“Our pylons are at full charge.” The ship’s energy officer broke in. “We can fire at your command.”

The officer standing by the weapons system looked searchingly at Cloudhawk. “Shall I fire?”

“Wait!”

Oddball was still darting through the air, giving him a constant birds-eye view of the situation. He learned that there were enemy ships in total, all with standard three-pylon construction. A wastelander vessel, outfitted with heavy artillery, was playing the role of their fleet’s frigate.

At present, the frigate was blasting their shields with rockets, mostly for suppression and to weaken their defenses. It was actually the Hell’s Army ships that were doing most of the damage.

“Well, if you fucks aren’t going to go easy on me on account of the old days, then don’t blame me for not holding back.” Cloudhawk had no experience commanding a force like the Talons, but three years spent studying tactics in Hell’s Valley wasn’t a waste. He also summoned snippets of lost knowledge from that old inheritance, so he knew just how to react. “By the time we blast one of them with our pylons, they’ll have plenty of time to take out at least one of ours and damage the others. We can’t beat ‘em that way.”

The captain nodded. He saw the truth in that.

“But, Condor has six pylons. Their biggest ones only have three each, and the smaller vessels might as well be made out of paper. Condors aren’t afraid of goddamn pigeons. Open her up and aim this baby their way.” Cloudhawk stared at them with a ferocious glare. “They want to give us a love tap? We’ll ram this ship right down their fuckin’ throats!”

The captain and his man stared wide-eyed. He was telling them to ignore all their mighty weapons… and ram their enemies instead!

But when the shock abated and they thought about it, what seemed like insanity on the surface was their best course of action. Hell’s Army ships surrounded them, and retreat wasn’t an option. Because they were caught unprepared, Condor was getting the full force of their arsenal. They were starting to recover from the shock, but by now, it was too late for standard weapons.

After being surrounded, it was Condor that had taken the brunt of their anger. Even if they fought back while caught within this trap, the best they could hope for was mutual destruction. How was he supposed to come to Woodland Vale’s aid then?

The only option was to first break through the blockade! To burst out of their crossfire.

Now, whether or not they would make it, he left it up to fate. It at least gave them a shot… Either you die or I die. Worst case, I take you assholes with me!

Cloudhawk’s first dispatch with his first command and this was what they ran into. He knew how dangerous the Giants of Hell’s Valley were and so knew he had to put it all on the line.

“Energy pylons at one hundred percent. Warden, we’re ready.”

“Alright. Put ten percent into the shields and the rest into propulsion. Smash them to pieces!”


6 / Psychotic Warship


Condor’s three energy pylons functioned like three powerful motors. Huge amounts of power were consumed to push it forward while lights filled the cracks in its shields momentarily – perhaps a sign that their defenses were recovering.

“Smash them!”

As nearly all of its energy was focused into its engines, Condor rocketed forth at breakneck speed, disregarding the bombardment it suffered from surrounding enemy ships. Like an out of control beast or an enraged rhinoceros, it bore down on the first airship in its path.

There was a deafening crash as the two vessels met like a bomb had detonated.

The wastelander ship folded like it was made from paper. Fire belched from it, swallowing the patch-work deck and all who stood upon it. Conversely, Condor plowed through like a divine hammer, obliterating the inferior ship. It spun helplessly down through the mist, trailing black smoke to mark its demise.

Condor’s protective shell was set ablaze and peppered with debris from its first victim. Cloudhawk laughed in satisfaction as the sky became clearer. That was all Hell’s Army had, eh?! Breaking free was too easy.

But of course, it wasn’t that Hell’s Army was weak. Rather, Condor was just too big to contain. The six-pylon Talon flagship was the greatest vessel in the armada with three times the energy potential of a normal warship. How could Hell’s Army hope to compete?

The captain called for Cloudhawk’s attention, “Another ship off the bow, sir! Judging by the look of her, she’s the enemy’s command ship!”

Cloudhawk’s brows knit tight. “Doesn’t matter, run her down!”

Condor obliged.

At such close proximity, their ship didn’t have a chance to reach full speed after the first impact. Both were protected by shields, so when they collided the air screeched from the friction. Soldiers held their ears and scowled. The shields of both ships warped.

The Hell’s Army command vessel tried to hold Condor at bay, but how could it? Instead, it was shoved back while tremors rocked both ships. Cracks appeared in their shields and hulls. Crew members were flung about like beans in a tin can.

From the bridge, Cloudhawk stared in amazement. Although both ships were damaged by the collision, it was clear that Condor would be victorious. He could see that by the way the enemy shields bowed. In the end, the Hell’s Army vessel would fall like the first. So what were they doing? Courting death?

No, they weren’t that stupid!

Cloudhawk understood his old trainers’ style. Hell’s Army was the epitome of special forces and tactics. More than just strong, their leadership consisted of noted strategists. If it looked like they had made a fatal mistake, he was sure that was just what they wanted him to see.

The captain’s excited shouts returned. “Warden, two more ships approaching from port and starboard!”

Cloudhawk’s face stiffened. “What did you say?”

He didn’t have time to explain.

Two hideous, lumbering silhouettes appeared on either side of Condor. They appeared out of the mists like towering mountains. Condor had slowed to a near halt after impact with the command vessel, placing it squarely between these two ships. They had to have been waiting for exactly this. As they picked up speed, Cloudhawk realized the danger they were in.

The impact hit them like a landslide! Shattered glass filled the bridge as its viewing ports exploded. Outside, massive cracks nearly split the deck in two.

Claudia and the others were pitched off their feet and hurled through the air. For a moment, sky and deck switched places as they tumbled end over end and then rolled from right to left. The experience of fighting enemies while being thrown about like a rag doll was not a pleasant one.

“Gods! What just happened?!”

Rei’s wide eyes swept over the badly damaged deck. Her face was pale as she stared at the nightmarish scene. A ship in front, one to the left, another to the right. All three started firing at once. Condor had become a cornered animal.

The pincer attack had nearly overcome Condor’s shields as was evident by the cracks that slithered across its surface. Hell’s Army had forethought – if one ship was not enough, then they would use three. Cloudhawk’s order to ram their enemies was madness, a gambit that threatened to do nearly as much damage to themselves as to the enemy. What he hadn’t anticipated was that Hell’s Army was just as crazy.

Getting his bearings, the captain cried out, “Damn it! Our shields are failing. Divert all energy to defenses! If our shields collapse, we’ll be blown apart!”

“They’re arming their weapons!”

“Our controls have been damaged. Trying to fix the problem.”

“Condor’s starboard hull has been badly damaged. Emergency hatches activated.”

The bridge was in turmoil. After the three-pronged attack, Condor was still listing forward but at a slow pace. She was clamped tightly in the enemy’s grasp. Cloudhawk gave the order for all other ships to come to their aid.

At least, for the time being, three enemy ships were busy with one.

Drake received the order. “Hell’s Army knows what they’re doing, but it’s a mistake to think we don’t! Attack!”

“We can’t!” Brontes responded in a grim voice. “Hell’s Army ships have pinned Condor, but their remaining vessel has joined with the wastelander fleet and is forming for another assault.”

“We have two warships. Leave one to fend them off while we go to Cloudhawk’s aid.”

“That won’t work. We’ve been too heavily damaged. Our situation is bad enough without throwing ourselves against superior numbers to help the commander. If we can prevent ourselves from being shot out of the sky, then we can already count ourselves lucky.”

“Damn it… then, we’ll draw them away, create an exit.”

Hell’s Army almost seemed to know what their moves were before they did. Whatever orders Cloudhawk gave, Hell’s Army was right there with a response. The sudden air battle was quickly putting them out of their depth.

Nearby, Hammont was standing nervously on the deck of a transport ship. He’d never been in a fight like this!

A typical Skycloud fleet consisted of a flagship, destroyers, frigates, and scout vessels with supply ships bringing up the rear. Even though they were rushed, this was essentially the battle group Cloudhawk had pulled together. But both Cloudhawk and Drake had been caught in their trap. They were caught in a stalemate for the moment, but the Elysians were clearly at a disadvantage. It was obvious from how well Hell’s Army had executed their surprise attack that their commanders were experienced. Cloudhawk and Drake could not measure up to them.

It would take something big to turn this around.

“Everyone, gather up!” Hammont shouted for the logistics force. Their two ships were situated at the rear of the fleet since they had no combat or defensive capabilities to speak of. As a result, the enemy vessels paid them no mind. While they had been the target of a shot or two, so far, it was nothing life-threatening. “I have a plan!”

His crew looked nervously at one another. One of them spoke up. “Major Seacrest… w-we’re just rear support. Our ships don’t even have any weapons!”

“Bullshit! Are you going to run from a fight because you don’t have weapons?!” Hammont was not pleased with the excuse. “What do we have? Eboncrys! Fuel! We’re carrying what all these ships need to keep flying.”

One of the soldiers piped up. “How does that help us?”

“You don’t get it? Morons!” Hammont didn’t keep them in suspense. “We convert the eboncrys into energy for the pylons, overload them, and turn this whole ship into a bomb.”

They stared at him like he was insane.

Something like this had never been suggested before, much less attempted. Was it even possible?

“Prepare to evacuate.” Hammont did have the answers, but there was nothing else they could do. He saw his men hesitate and suddenly adopted a more malevolent posture. “Part of the enemy forces is attacking Commander Drake. The rest have Commander Cloudhawk surrounded. Our warships won’t last forever, and when they’re gone, the enemy will turn to us. We need to move now. I will bear responsibility.”

Elsewhere on the battlefield, Condor was pinned down. Clamped on three sides, there was nowhere for it to escape to. Enemy ships were battering their shields with everything they had, which were slowly weakening the only thing between Cloudhawk’s men and absolute destruction. As more cracks appeared in their defenses, Conclave soldiers poured through.

The sound of heavy footballs rattled the deck. Claudia caught sight of a colossal figure through the haze.

Covered from head to toe in armor, it was impossible to see any detail of the warrior, but that didn’t matter. As light gleamed from the armor, she knew who they faced. Dumont stood before them like a pillar of flame.

Belinda called out, “This one’s different.”

She brazenly flung a fireball at him.

Her fires were enough to incinerate most soldiers, she’d seen it herself. Yet, upon striking Dumont, it sizzled against the armor for a moment before dying. No doubt about it, his red-hot suit of armor was a relic!

Claudia, recognizing the foe they faced, called out in a grim voice, “Retreat!”

Mason had never heard this note in his sergeant’s voice, something almost like fear. He knew immediately that this was unlike any opponent they’d faced before. He shifted his shield around and planted his feet. “I’ll hold him!”

“You can’t!”

She tried to warn him, but before he could react to her words, the dim armored figure vanished. He reappeared moments later, encased in light and moving faster than the eye could follow. Like a beam of light, he streaked right for the sturdy shield blocking his path.

Mason could feel it even before he reached him. What an incredible aura! The deadly presence stole his breath away. He’d never felt anything like it, this sense of fear and helplessness. Dumont hadn’t reached him yet, but he knew in his bones that destruction was coming his way.

She was right. He couldn’t stop it.

Dumont crashed into the shield and its wall of light, shattering it and the man behind. His fragile body exploded like it was made of glass.

Mason’s warped shield hit the deck with a thud, followed by a rain of mangled flesh. His forearm still clutched the relic.

The demon hunters stared in sickening horror as their corporal was blown apart. He was hale and hearty a second ago, and now, his corpse was unrecognizable. Fear struck them deep into their cores.

“Mason!”

Shock froze the novice demon hunters in place. For the first time, they were faced with death, the loss of a compatriot. They’d watched him get blown to pieces before their eyes. What could be more terrifying?

Another shadowy figure raced forward.

Rio swept past them with his sword raised, ready to defend them from this new threat. Ten strikes and parries passed in a blink, but the Talon colonel was ultimately disarmed and knocked several meters away.

A twisted and heavily scarred face snarled at them through the fog. His hands were clenched around an enormous sword, and the threat of murder hung around him like a cloak.

Claudia’s despairing voice came almost in a whisper. “It is you...”

Once Dumont and Eckard were in full view, a woman with a glimmering whip slowly stepped from the mists. She approached from between the two men, her beautiful face unsettling devoid of any emotion. Only a cold light shone in her eyes as she looked them over. She glanced at Claudia but did not otherwise react to the presence of her old student. When she spoke, it was only to deliver a singular, chilling command. “Kill them.”

“You’re too slow!” Eckard grumbled at Dumont, who had started to gather his energy into the armor. His scarred mouth twisted into a grin. “Leave it to me.”

An exorcist rod slipped into Claudia’s grip, and it spun to life as her fingers wrapped around it. She lashed out, the head of the rod colliding with Eckard’s blade. A shock went through her, causing half of her body to reel backward. She stumbled a few steps away to gather her bearings.

“You’re still too weak!” Eckard rushed at her with his second strike, holding nothing back. “Is this all that Hell’s Valley has taught you? Then die like the failure you are!”

Claudia was already wounded, but she knocked the second strike away. His third cleaved her exorcist rod in two. The fourth came screaming down, aimed for her head!

Claudia’s melee abilities weren’t weak, but she was no match for Eckard and his martial proficiency. I didn't even make it to five moves. Bleak realization filled her heart as she watched the sword come.


7 / Student vs. Teacher


Eckard’s sword was inches from Claudia’s skull.

Suddenly, an arrow ripped through the air, grabbing his attention. Feeling the danger approach, the instructor jerked away from his target to block the arrow instead.

Odd. The energy arrow wasn’t threatening, and it appeared to have been shot from an ordinary exorcist bow. A shot like this might kill an ordinary person, but to someone like Eckard, it wasn’t something to fear. Even if it managed to strike him, it wouldn’t do much damage.

Why did it feel so dangerous, though?

He glanced at his sword and saw a speck of black on its surface. That speck quickly grew to the size of a palm. It was lusterless, dull, and coarse. The actual structure of the sword was changing as he watched.

Petrification.

Another grayish arrow appeared from an unseen location.

By then, half of Eckard’s alloy sword had petrified. He used the sword to protect himself again, but this time, the weapon broke apart with a sound like shattering stone.

A third arrow. From a different direction.

He wasn’t going to stand around. It was too dangerous. Eckard broke off his attack, dodged the arrow, and retreated. The area of the deck struck by the arrow petrified and crumbled away.

While the Army’s ultimate combatant didn’t have any means of detection, Eckard still had years of experience in war. What sort of commander would he be if he couldn’t determine an attacker’s location after three shots? But while he couldn’t see anything, he felt the murderous intent and used it to guess where his attacker hid. However, it was the dreaded weapon that gave him pause.

Cloudhawk was concealed nearby. A simple yet delicate bow was in his hands with string drawn.

His weapon was a simple, delicate bow composed of some bronze-like material. In its center, a gray stone was affixed, and the string was of a similar color. As he drew it back, a strange energy gathered in its central point. Once the mental energies coalesced into an arrow, he let fly.

Natessa Windham recognized the weapon in short order. “Basilisk.”

Dumont blazed with gathered power and raced off as soon as Eckard fell back. With incredible speed, he determined Cloudhawk’s whereabouts, aiming to smash him apart.

Cloudhawk answered with an arrow to his armored chest.

But, it didn’t petrify it like it had the sword. The blazing energies did weaken, however.

Cloudhawk hastily dodged out of the way, and Dumont raced past. In his wake, the ground had broken apart, and he could only come to a stop after he’d traveled another dozen meters.

From a distance, Natessa brought up her arm and swung with all her might. Light slithered from a bracelet around her wrist and formed into the shape of a lengthy bullwhip. It roared to life like a hurricane and reached twice the speed of sound in an instant. Her weapon audibly tore the air and caused it to ripple as, in the span of a second, it fanned out ten meters. Anyone within the area of effect was severed at the waist.

Too fast. Too strong!

Cloudhawk had yet to get his bearings after dodging Dumont but had just enough time to summon the phase stone’s power. As Natessa’s whip tore past, he could feel the phase field ripple and nearly collapse.

He couldn’t maintain both. The phase field held, but he lost his invisibility. The Warden of the Talons of God appeared on the battlefield.

The Giants of Hell’s Army stood at different positions around him, forming an equilateral triangle. Cloudhawk was caught in the middle with nowhere to run or hide. Their cooperation and positioning weren’t planned, just a product of years fighting alongside one another.

Power, cooperation, and experience. The Giants of Hell’s Army had not been given their titles lightly.

Eckard snatched up a discarded sword. Another smile pulled at his hideously scarred lips. “Cute toy.”

“Basilisk” was one of the relics Cloudhawk had stolen from Ravenous Tiger’s vault in Fishmonger’s Borough. It’d been broken when he pilfered it, but when he returned to Skycloud, he had found someone to help get it repaired. It was of average strength in terms of raw offensive power but was also capable of petrifying its victims. Even the strongest foes were flesh and blood in the end, so if his sneak attack had been successful, Eckard would’ve been doomed.

Calm and composed, Cloudhawk put Basilisk away. He stood in the midst of his former teachers’ keen eyes with an air of disregard. “You think three on one is enough to beat me? I’m not the Cloudhawk you remember.”

Dumont immediately began gathering up energy once again. Natessa, stone-faced as always, simply stared at him.

Eckard answered with a coarse laugh, “You definitely know how to talk shit, kid. But how much have you really improved? I’m eager to find out.”

“As you wish.”

Right away, Cloudhawk’s flesh turned nearly crimson. He bound into the air, as straight as an arrow. Much to the surprise of his attackers, between a burst of increased speed and the cloak’s powers, he was almost too fast for them to follow.

He was dashing towards Dumont. Dumont’s power hadn’t been fully gathered yet, but it was enough to launch an attack. His Dawnbreaker battle armor had all the energy gathered in the legs, which he used to instantly pick up speed. Dumont shot forward like a cannon to intercept Cloudhawk.

Reeling back, he drove his fist into the ground. It blew a hole in the deck several meters deep. Stone and splinters were thrown in all directions like a bomb had gone off.

Cloudhawk was forced to stop. From behind, Natessa’s deadly whip was already in motion.

Instead of being angry at his failure to escape, Cloudhawk’s face lit up in an expression of triumph. He reached out and grabbed Dumont by the breastplate, activated his phase stone, and then blinked from existence.

The two men reappeared a hundred meters away in midair. A thousand meters of nothing stretched out below.

Dumont looked down and then back up at Cloudhawk, incapable of understanding what had just happened.

“Enjoy your flight.”

Cloudhawk booted Dumont away from him and watched as the heavily armored man plunged towards the earth. He used the remaining energy of the stone to teleport himself back onto Condor’s deck. For a brief moment, he stood there, crouched with one hand steadying himself on the ground, and then, he was off again.

Natessa was forced to react. She engaged her relic boots and leaped off the side of the ship after her companion. While the armor might protect Dumont from being killed outright from the fall, he would definitely be badly wounded. His absence would be a major blow to the fighting capability of Hell’s Army. She had to get him back.

Eckard stared at Cloudhawk with eyes wide. “You little mother fu-...”

Cloudhawk didn’t let him finish. His figure flickered in and out of existence as he raced across the deck like an angry phantom. He blinked into focus right in front of the scarred instructor who was alone now that Natessa and Dumont were indisposed. “No one to bother us now, beautiful. Let’s have some fun!”

Eckard Cutter felt his blood boil. This cocky little shit! So goddamn arrogant! Did he think his little games with Dumont and Natessa were going to save him?

Eckard lashed out with his sword. The strike seemed straightforward but, in reality, contained staggering strength. It filled the space between them that Cloudhawk was trying to traverse, forcing him back.

He was the Army’s only pure martial commander. Eckard’s speed, strength, and explosiveness were at peak levels. This idiot child’s ignorance would be his undoing.

Cloudhawk felt the world around him disappear as the brutal, cold light of Eckard’s sword filled his vision. It was like being struck by lightning, so fast that he didn’t even have time to blink.

A pair of flashing silver lights emerged.

Clang! Rrring!

Onlookers watched a tempest of energy blast around the Warden. Fragments of steel were flung every which way, none bigger than a finger.

Eckard stood there with a sword’s handle in his grip. He stood there, wide-eyed, as dancing wisps of silver steel bore down on him. Dozens of blows landed almost simultaneously and ripped through his sturdy armor to the flesh beneath. Flesh blood poured freely from several gaping wounds.

Defeated! Eckard had been defeated! One of the mighty Giants had been bested in a single round!

It wasn’t because Cloudhawk had any overwhelming power. In fact, he hadn’t even activated any of his relics. He wasn’t any better in straight combat than someone like Rio, and even with relics, he had perhaps a fifty-fifty shot against someone like Eckard.

But just like he had against Dumont, Cloudhawk employed unique tactics against his former instructor.

First, he’d destroyed Eckard’s mighty alloy sword with Basilisk. This forced the warrior to fight with common steel – and how could a typical soldier’s weapon compete against his Silver Serpents?

Eckard didn’t know how strong Cloudhawk had become since his time in the Valley, nor did he know of the gift the former Talon’s Warden had bequeathed him. So, using this to his advantage, Cloudhawk easily tore through Eckard’s weapon and won himself a decisive victory.

Eckard lost but not for lack of strength. He lost from inferior equipment and tactics.

Cloudhawk lifted his right hand, an undulating silvery blade held tightly in his grasp. It extended from his sleeve, as thin as a cicada’s wing and rippling like a wave. Its cold light was reflected in Eckard’s red eyes. Cloudhawk pressed it against his neck. All it would take was a flick of the wrist…

“The Polaris family’s Silver Serpents.” Eckard scowled, his face sour. “How did you learn to use them so quickly?”

He wanted to fight back. He yearned to tear this little prick’s head off his shoulders. But wounds that cut down to the bone opened his wrists, ankles, and everywhere else. His tendons were severed, and though he was healing even now, it wasn’t a fast process. If he’d had any fight left in him, Cloudhawk would have ended it immediately without giving him this moment of reprieve.

A flash from the corner of his eye. He glanced sideways only to see Dumont being flung back onto Condor by a bullwhip. Natessa gracefully alighted back on the deck.

The whole exchange had taken less than ten seconds.

Cloudhawk had used that brief window to enact a nearly miraculous change of circumstances. Hell’s Army forces continued to storm the ship, caught in pitched battle with the Talons of God. Cloudhawk, meanwhile, had managed to gravely wound one of their commanders. His valiant display had greatly boosted his soldiers’ morale.

Here he was, their Warden!

While Colonel Rio and the others had their doubts, this display put them at ease. Their Warden’s mysterious and unpredictable powers, lightning-fast reflexes, and keen wit showed he had what it took to call himself their leader.

He was still so young! A fine replacement for Roc.

Grief enveloped Belinda, Rei, and the Sutherland brothers after witnessing Mason’s death. The appearance of the Giants of Hell’s Army had stolen their pride and bravado.

It turned out even once-loyal soldiers could change sides in a war. Demon hunters could betray their masters. The outside world was a cruel place.

They didn’t know what to do, so they stared blankly at their sergeant as she battled fearlessly against their enemies. Suddenly, the scoundrel Cloudhawk had appeared, and through his courageous efforts, the tide turned. On his own, he wrested the advantage from the Giants of Hell’s Army.

How was he so strong?

They had looked down at him at first, believing him to be a creature unworthy of their respect. Now, they were fully aware of their arrogance and stupidity. All of them together weren't a quarter of this man the Talons trusted to be their leader.

Claudia was equally stunned. She couldn’t fathom how Cloudhawk had changed so much! She couldn’t even hold a candle to him now.

The whole time, there was another pair of big, blue eyes watching the fight.

Azura was half-hidden in the bridge, peeking through a shattered port hole as the battle raged. It was a different side of the mischievous, immature man who ate dirty things off the floor to make her happy. He was strong – really strong.

“The Conclave of Judgment has no future, and your poor choices are sure to infuriate the General. Is it worth it?” Cloudhawk’s Silver Serpents gleamed with dangerous promise like a serpent’s fangs pressed against Eckard’s exposed throat. “I’d recommend you make no sudden moves and quit this nonsense. Otherwise, the Three Giants of Hell’s Army will have to change their name to two.”


8 / Captor and Captive


A nearly imperceptible anger broiled behind Natessa’s shining eyes. This child’s tricks had gotten under the famously stoic woman’s skin.

The Giants of Hell’s Army each had their own responsibilities. They needed Eckard to train their soldiers. Without him, their strength as a fighting force would suffer greatly. He was comparable to the greatest generals of Skycloud, too important to be cut down by Cloudhawk here.

“Heh, you know...” Eckard’s face was sour, but there was more behind his hard eyes. “... I would be careful how you look at her. More’n a few circles call her the Madwoman1. Piss her off and you’re looking at some serious consequences.”

“Fuck you and fuck her nicknames. You’re my prisoner, so how about you shut your goddamn mouth and play nice?” Cloudhawk gave his former instructor a vicious kick to the back of his legs. Eckard hit the ground face first. Cloudhawk then wound his Silver Serpents around his captive’s throat like a snake. The slightest twitch and their trainer would be dead. “I never liked you and your ugly fucking face. I knew that the second I saw you three years ago. Now that I got you here, I just might make you pay for all the shit you put us through.”

Natessa’s voice was still as calm as a spring breeze as she spoke. “Do it if you have the balls to.”

Dumont was, of course, silent. Energy had gathered throughout his armor, and he was ready to fly into action at a moment’s notice.

Fighting had stopped across the deck. Talon soldiers and rebels from Hell’s Army gathered around to watch the confrontation. Weapons were gripped in sweaty hands, and nerves were high as they were caught in a standoff.

Cloudhawk answered with a peel of loud, savage laughter. He pulled on his weapons just a little, cutting into Eckard’s throat. “You think I’m scared? Correct me if I’m wrong, but you assholes still haven’t got your feet under you out here in the wastelands, am I right? First, you were thinking about the Dark Atom, but when you saw what the Sanctum of Judgment could do, you went squealing to them to protect you. You want to hide under the skirts of your betters until you have the fuckin’ stones to stand on your own two feet. But without Eckard, I wonder how worthwhile your new masters will think you are?”

The Giants of Hell’s Army were strong. Truly strong. But the wastelands had all sorts of strong people as well. What made these three different was the trained army they brought with them. Hell’s Army was tactical, surgical, and well-trained – that was the sort of thing that had real value out in the wastelands.

Sure, the Conclave of Judgment was making a lot of noise, but at the end of the day, they were a mob of ruffians with a strong core. How could they stand against a focused, experienced fighting force like General Skye’s army?

The Crimson One used to be Knight-Commander – leader of a few thousand demon hunters. He didn’t know how to lead a full-fledged army. Meanwhile, General Skye had only grown even more brilliant as he aged. In a proper fight, the Conclave was at a serious disadvantage.

The Giants were only as good as their skills in tactics and training – scarce talents out here. But since their skills were in high demand, they could leverage them for a seat at the Conclave’s high table. If Eckard died, though, they were much less attractive allies.

Cloudhawk had a surge of confidence. He was spot on about the situation Hell’s Army found itself in, so he knew he had the upper hand. “I’ll be honest. If I want to leave, there is no one – not you, not even the Crimson One – who can stop me. You might keep me from helping Woodland Vale now, but the price will be a nasty blow to the Conclave’s command structure. I can live with that trade.”

“If you escape, I will use every method at the Army’s disposal to torture every single person here to death.” A psychological offense was the best play. Cloudhawk’s upper hand had its limits, and Natessa knew this boy. He’d grown up alone and lonely in the wilds, and that experience had left him with an ingrained weakness. He was more emotional than most, so he was unlikely to throw away his allies to save his own skin. He was just blustering.

Natessa went on, “Let him go, and we will allow you and your people to leave.”

“You still don’t get it? I’m not fucking negotiating with you.” He was not swayed by Natessa’s threats. “I’ll say it slow so you can understand: Fuck. Off. Otherwise, Scarry McScarface here will start grinning from the neck.”

Her eyes grew sharper with every word. It was easy to miss in the midst of all the drama, but the wind had started to pick up and whip around them. Natessa was at the limits of her patience. Her energies were gathering ominously around her.

Cloudhawk was ready to do what he had to do. Only an idiot would believe the Giants’ false promises. At any rate, he had to get to Woodland Vale, and no one was going to stop him.

If they couldn’t agree, then there was no more room for talk. If he killed one of them, the other two Giants could be handled. Cloudhawk himself would deal with one while Rio and Claudia killed the other. Even if they didn’t survive, they’d at least taken these shitheads down with them.

We’re all ready to die. You assholes don’t scare me!

Cloudhawk could see in Natessa’s eyes that there would be no compromise. He had to kill his captive first to make sure there weren’t more problems later. Then, he would deal with her. Cloudhawk could be as heartless and cruel as anyone when he needed to be, so without a second thought, he pulled his arm back.

His Silver Serpents gleamed. But suddenly -

A scream drew his ear from off to the right.

It was the sound of a transport ship’s overloaded energy pylon as it bore down on them. It was going faster than he’d ever seen a ship its size move. It was aimed right at the enemy like a divine lance. No one had time to react before it smashed into the side of the Hell’s Army flagship.

Transport ships didn’t have shields. A battering ram maneuver like this was suicide!

What happened next caused everyone’s jaws to drop.

As the Elysian vessel struck the shields of the enemy warship, it immediately began to break apart. Yet, as cracks tore through its hull, a bright and violent light poured out. The resulting explosion ripped through the area with bone-jarring intensity.

Boo-oo-oom!

The enemy’s shields disintegrated, and the ship that had Condor pinned was blown half to pieces in the space of a breath.

Cloudhawk was perfectly positioned to see the whole thing. When the ship detonated, it temporarily blinded him.

In that instant, the Hell’s Army warship was destroyed.

Condor lurched as it was suddenly freed from bondage. As the ship pitched forward, Cloudhawk lost his balance, thus exposing a flaw for his enemies to exploit.

Natessa was an experienced and brilliant warrior. She was always ready for situations like this because the conditions of a battle could always change in an instant. Years of battle have taught her to grab at any opportunity the moment it arose, so her whip shot out at just the right moment and wrapped around Cloudhawk.

“Shit!”

Terror gripped him. He tried to call his phasing power.

Just at that moment, Eckard summoned the strength to stand and grabbed the Silver Serpents with his bare hands. The old warrior’s skin was as tough as iron, and Cloudhawk didn’t have the time to heave back. He slipped from Cloudhawk’s grip.

Had Eckard recovered from having his tendons severed this quickly?!

Phase!

He reached out to the stone and used its power to slip free from Natessa’s whip. Only, just then, another blast of unexpected power assailed him. It struck him like a hurricane, strong enough that it overcame his phase field and shattered it.

Fuck! Fuck!

Furious and flustered, Cloudhawk brandished the Silver Serpents and flung himself at his enemy. Ten quick blows followed in succession, each one scraping harmlessly across the glowing Dawnbreaker Armor. A metal hand shot out and clamped around his throat and pinned him to the deck.

He was crushed against the sturdy stone-like material of Condor’s deck, which snapped beneath the pressure. He was practically shoved into a hole.

Cloudhawk found himself embedded in the ground. Condor’s deck was constructed using Skycloud’s unique methods, which imbued it with a sort of memory. Over time, the material – as strong as steel – would repair itself.

Everything happened in the blink of an eye. Rio’s face paled. “Warden!”

Dumont wrenched Cloudhawk up from the deck, still in his grip. Dangling there, Cloudhawk coughed a mouthful of blood onto the glorious armor before swinging wildly with his weapons once again. But no matter how hard he swung, he couldn’t cut through the relic armor.

The enemy command vessel was destroyed. Condor was free from encirclement. It alone was strong enough to fight off the wastelander airships that remained. The Elysian transport ship had robbed Hell’s Army of their victory.

But it didn’t matter. They might have lost the battle, but there was still a long way to go before the war was decided.

Natessa wasn’t here to win in a single stroke either. Their purpose was to stop Cloudhawk from getting to Woodland Vale. The hidden settlement was too important. Their leader was captive, and for now, she believed that to be a victory.

Natessa lifted her hand, signaling the retreat.

A pair of red-robed missionaries descended from overhead. They wrapped Cloudhawk in a set of thick chains.

They were the same chains that were used in Skyden, used specifically to rob demon hunters of their power. He couldn’t communicate with his phase stone and was thus unable to escape.

“Retreat!”

At her command, Hell’s Army soldiers leaped from Condor’s deck onto the remaining warships. They turned their cannons towards the Elysian flagship and pummeled it with attacks, buying time for their heavily damaged vessels to escape.

“The Warden’s been captured by those bastard turncoats!” Crain had recovered enough to cry out. “What are we supposed to do?”

The novice demon hunters had been completely stunned by this savage string of attacks. From ambush to battle, encirclement to interception, and finally captor to captive.

It’d all happened so fast, and from Cloudhawk to the Giants of Hell’s Army, it was a fight of skilled combatants. Their reaction times, tactics, and smarts had left these newbies with their heads spinning.

Demon hunters were noble. They had poise and self-confidence. This was the first battle they’d ever really experienced, but they’d been utterly useless. All of them had stood around like idiots and just watched as the battle unfolded. Where were their poise and self-confidence now?

This was battle! This was war!

“Our commander is temporarily unable to order the troops.” Rio quickly made his way to the bridge. “According to rules of engagement, I am taking command of our forces.”

“Aye!” The captain’s face was solemn. “We’re awaiting your orders!”

Rio searched the bridge. “Where is the Warden’s disciple?”

“The blast from the transport ship was fierce,” the captain explained. “She may be the Warden’s disciple, but she’s still just a child. The blow knocked her out, but she’s fine otherwise.”

Rio sighed in relief before continuing to issue orders. “As acting Warden of the Talons, I am ordering that we give chase to the enemy. Hound them. Spare nothing!”


9 / Canyon Access


The remaining Hell’s Army warships sank to low-altitude flight. Meanwhile, Natessa was busily issuing commands. “Everyone, disembark.”

Soldiers leaped off the sides of the ships to the ground below. A skeleton crew remained to lift the ships back into the air and then fly them away.

She was quite the cunning vixen! Natessa knew there was no escaping Condor, but she wasn’t afraid to abandon her own ships. The six-pylon behemoth was faster and more destructive than anything she had. The only way to fight it was through an ambush – a straight fight was suicide.

She ordered her doomed ships to lead the enemy away on a wild goose chase, giving her and the others time to escape. By the time Condor discovered the truth, it would be too late for them to know the Giants had taken their leader.

Being in charge was not an easy job. Failures had to be swallowed and accepted. Who would choose to square off against people like the Giants of Hell’s Army?

Under these circumstances, there was only one thought that kept tumbling through Cloudhawk’s head: Who was the absolute dipshit who rammed the transport ship into the enemy? Were they trying to kill him?!

Two Sanctum missionaries led Cloudhawk along, holding firmly to his chains. Soldiers fell in line with Natessa, Dumont, and Eckard taking the lead. He was surrounded by quiet and gruesome killers.

The wound in Cloudhawk’s scalp had healed, and the blood had stopped flowing. His hair was matted and tousled. Dirt and grime were smeared on him from head to toe. Cloudhawk had to admit he was in a tight corner – a slab of meat on their chopping block. There wasn’t any way for him to squeeze out of this problem for the time being.

“Man, you know… you guys really are something. This former student of yours has to admit to your superiority.”

Maybe he could play to their pride.

Cloudhawk went on, “Maybe, Instructor Cutter, you could tell me how you healed up so fast.”

Natessa spared him a brief glance.

Eckard snapped a finger and approached with a smile plastered on his ugly face. The wounds to his wrists and shoulders still weren’t nearly healed, and you could still see deep into the flesh. Yet, incredibly, he was still moving. “You learned nothing from your time in Hell’s Valley. Tendons pulling muscles is how lesser creatures move around. A martial artist is able to call the potential of every muscle cell, so it doesn’t matter if you cut every tendon and smash every bone. As long as I used my power wisely, I could still twist your fat fuckin’ head off that scrawny neck. You get me?”

So that was his trick. It was some sort of martial technique. This time, it was Cloudhawk who underestimated his enemy. He promised himself that if there was a next time, he’d just go ahead and chop this hideous fucker’s arms and legs right off. See if he could still saunter around then!

Eckard suddenly punched Cloudhawk, forcing him to swallow the taunting words he’d prepared. He’d used his martial skills for this punch too. Even though it hit his abdomen, he felt it tear through his whole body. He wasn’t even knocked back, for every ounce of strength was contained in his wracked body.

Cloudhawk had only seen technique like this from the old drunk. This scarred shit had been holding back for three years! He hadn’t taught them any of his real skills at all.

Eckard grabbed Cloudhawk by the front of his cloak and pulled him up. The scars of his face twisted into a hodgepodge of shapes as he grinned. “Where’s all that bravado, punk? What happened?”

Natessa, standing a short distance away, called out to him, “Stop wasting time. Tell him to give it to us.”

Cloudhawk was at a loss. “Huh?”

“Stop acting like a fuckin’ idiot!” Eckard’s anger flared. “Where’s the map to Woodland Vale? Give it to me!”

His confusion didn’t ease. Wasn’t Hell’s Army part of the Conclave of Judgment now? Hadn’t the Crimson One sent them to stop him from getting there? He figured that meant the Conclave already had people after Woodland Vale, but these three didn’t know where it was.

Ah… unless the Crimson One didn’t fully trust them.

Woodland Vale was home to almost limitless energy, and whoever controlled it potentially controlled the wastelands. It was a crucial resource for both the Elysians and the wastelanders.

Because it was so important, the Crimson One would only send his most trusted people to secure it. It was telling that Hell’s Army would be dispatched to stop anyone from getting close instead of taking part in the assault.

Cloudhawk looked between his former instructors. “Why do you want to go to Woodland Vale?”

Eckard was growing impatient. “What the fuck does that have to do with you? You’re trying my goddamn patience, and you know as well as anyone what happens when I lose my patience.”

Having not hidden the map in his secret stash, Cloudhawk had no choice but to give it to them.

Natessa took it and glanced at the information therein. “Is this the real one?”

“Look, sister, I’d give you guys a fake one but – well, now that I’m helpless in your clutches, I don’t have any recourse.” Cloudhawk put on a show of being helpless and compliant. “Anyway, I’m not all-knowing. How am I supposed to know if the information is real or not?”

She folded the sheepskin parchment and tucked it away. “Bring him.”

Eckard pulled Cloudhawk back into his feet and punched him to his knees. “Lemme be honest with you, kid. One false move and I’ll start by chopping off your little pecker.”

Hell’s Army had murdered two Elysian generals and gravely wounded the former Warden of the Talons of God. There was no way General Skye was going to let them live for any longer than he had to. With such a dramatic betrayal, there was no going back for the Giants of Hell’s Army. It was the reason they were so eager to be part of a wastelands alliance.

Sooner or later, Hell’s Army would come face to face with Skye Polaris’s ire, and they clearly weren’t interested in being someone else’s pawn. It would be a tragedy if they were no longer deemed useful and important to their new masters.

They could depend on others for a time, but not forever. If they could take Woodland Vale for themselves, then they wouldn’t have to.

Hell’s Army’s greatest weakness was that they didn’t have a base of their own. At present, all they could do was affix themselves to someone’s side like a parasite. Taking Woodland Vale would give them exactly what they needed, a foothold. It didn’t matter if the Crimson One was angry with them then. He would have to accept it.

Ambitious. A man whose heart is not content is like a snake trying to swallow an elephant.

Hell’s Army was strong, but they had to resort to bullying Cloudhawk like everyone else. Stealing Woodland Vale from the Crimson One and Skye Polaris… It was a bold move, akin to stealing food from the tiger’s mouth. Still, the spoils were vast if they succeeded. They would have positioned themselves as a key member in the future of whatever new world was emerging.

Cloudhawk was dragged by the arms behind the Giants as they marched on.

About a day passed before the army reached the entrance to a canyon. Cloudhawk looked about at the tall cliffs that rose on either side. They were steep and rocky and scraped the clouds above. The sky was just a faint sliver of azure, meaning the canyon probably only got a few hours of sunlight a day. It was cold and uninviting here, bereft of any signs of life.

Eckard glowered dubiously at the narrow expanse. “I heard Woodland Vale was supposed to be some kind of miracle settlement. Greener than anywhere else in the wastelands, the stories go. This sure as shit doesn’t look like a desert oasis to me.”

Cloudhawk spat back, “This is where the map told me to go.”

The scarred man snorted. “You better pray it is because if you’re lying to us, you won’t like what happens.”

Cloudhawk cursed quietly to himself. Getting dragged around wasn’t a plan – he needed to find a way to get free. But how was he supposed to do that under the eyes of the three Giants? They weren’t the sort to make stupid mistakes Cloudhawk could exploit. Not to mention, his powers were locked away.

The canyon stretched into the distance, deep and cold. Darkness suddenly pressed in from all around. The soldiers scowled as the distinct aura of danger hung over them like a wet blanket as they approached the site of a battle.

Natessa wordlessly lifted a hand to the others. Eckard put a blade to Cloudhawk’s neck. “What’s going on? Why are there people fighting here?”

Cloudhawk’s expression was a gloomy one. “Why are you asking me?”

The scarred man glared at him with hard, bloodshot eyes while soldiers carefully searched their surroundings.

The deepest part of the canyon was also where it ended. It was blocked off by a massive, ancient stone doorway. It was impossible to tell how old it was except that it was prehistoric. Long years had eroded its surface, but if one looked closely, one could still see an ancient script scrawled on it.

Hell’s Army carefully groped further and arrived at the edges of the conflict. Through the darkness, they could see combatants, none of whom wore Elysian equipment.

“Squall and his posse!”

Cloudhawk recognized them right away as one of the groups fighting for Woodland Vale was the Highwaymen. Squall and the Dark Atom knew about Autumn’s people before anyone, and he was a man of determination and nothing else. Cloudhawk wasn’t surprised that he’d found a way to track Woodland Vale’s location, but he couldn’t fathom how. Squall continued to be full of surprises.

From the looks of things, Squall had brought every man he had.

Ravenous Tiger, Three-Eyed Spider, Blackfiend, Raven… everyone. He pulled out all the stops.

Other than the Dark Atom who was locked in their fortress beneath the Blisterpeaks, only the Conclave of Judgment was strong enough to face the Highwaymen. It was likely the Crimson One was the second group, which was confirmed when Cloudhawk spied the Conclave’s second in command – Wyrmsole.

He’d seen what the barefoot priest could do back in the Blisterpeaks. He’d gone blow for blow with Frost de Winter and never used his full strength. Clearly, the former right hand of the Knight-Commander was more than just a figurehead.

He was troubled enough to deal with, and he wasn’t alone. Two others joined him among the Conclave forces, one with a green robe and another in black. Cloudhawk had seen both before in the negotiations with the Dark Atom. Kings of the Barrens they called themselves – wastelanders, but strong ones.

Eckard looked over the scene and muttered, “Wyrmsole, Toad, and Canker. Tough bastards, the lot of ‘em. They got Squall on the other side, and he’d be a pain in the ass as well.”

Natessa’s delicate brows furrowed. She thought for a moment and eventually gave her opinion. “They haven’t discovered us yet. We should wait and watch. Don’t rush in until it’s time.”

The Highwaymen and the Conclave. Both had their own heroes, but they were locked in fierce combat. Hell’s Army was adept at incursions and represented an experienced unit. It wasn’t hard to stay out of sight.

Cloudhawk, meanwhile, scowled at the scene. Shit was just getting worse and worse.

He was so sure that after taking command of the Talons of God, he could sweep through to Woodland Vale and save the day. No one could get in the way of him, his people, and Drake’s corps. Looking at it now, the situation was a lot more complicated than he’d thought.

Woodland Vale was ground zero for a deadly conflict.

For the time being, it looked like the Dark Atom hadn’t staked a claim, but they sure as hell had their eyes on it. The people Cloudhawk had mustered wouldn’t be enough to win the day, not to mention the fact that he’d been fuckin’ captured. How was he supposed to steal and save his friends, much less fight off three attackers?

Cloudhawk was getting antsy and fretful when suddenly, he felt his body shake. He narrowed his eyes, sensing something, and peered towards its source. A smile curled the edges of his lips. He’d waited so long… was it finally time?

Crack!

The shackles holding him fast broke apart!

Three of the nearest Hell’s Army soldiers gaped in shock. Cloudhawk had been held fast between them. There was no way he would have had some way of getting free from the chains on his own! They turned around and saw the two Sanctum missionaries lying dead on the ground.

A black figure stood beside Cloudhawk.

He was a shadow, from his black hair and eyes to his black clothes, mask, and gloves. He was a shadow given form, with only the dull glint of light coming from the short blade in his hands. An ominous purple haze hung over the dagger like a ghastly flame. Somehow, he had crept silently into the heart of their army, killed two demon hunters, and freed the Warden of the Talons.

“Deathstalker!” Natessa knew that weapon the instant she saw it. “It’s Atlas Umbra!”

A dark chuckle rumbled through Cloudhawk’s throat. “’Bout time, bro!”

Atlas’s answer was curt and cold. “Go!”

Both men vanished from view in an instant. Eckard screamed and glared into the darkness. “Where’d they go?”

Before they could give chase, the entire canyon shook violently. The ground pitched and threw up deadly spikes of stone like a petrified forest. The Hell’s Army veterans were too busy trying not to get impaled to chase after their prey.

“Terrangelica!”

This time even Natessa’s stoic exterior cracked. She knew what it meant if that relic was here.

A holy white light arose, splitting darkness, rending shadows, cleaving stones, before eventually becoming a stunning rainbow that rained down upon them. It was quickly followed by a cold gash of silver power that froze everything in its wake as it raced their way.

Who was this? How many deadly fighters were suddenly arrayed against them? How did they get here?!


10 / The Battle For Woodland Vale Begins


Eckard felt the two streaks of incredible power come his way, neither of which he could deflect and survive. There were a scant few in the Elysian lands with that sort of power and fewer still in the wastelands.

Damnit! They’ve got me pinned.

The way they came at him sealed off any retreat. He had to face these encroaching blasts of power even though they were too much for him – especially without a weapon to defend himself.

The first thing Natessa did was to engage her Windwalker boots and rise into the air. Her whip crackled with stunning energy, and from it, a tempest was hurled. The beating winds ripped stony spikes from the ground and flung them back towards their unseen attackers. When it struck the wave of cold energy, the stalagmites froze into icy daggers before shattering in midair.

Natessa’s hurricane and the blast of cold met in the middle of the canyon. They warred against one another for a time, equally fierce.

Amidst the countless shards of rock and ice, a brilliant light gleamed. It was a silver spear of unsurpassed beauty that felt effortlessly fast in the tempestuous air. Power coalesced around it like a bolt of blue lightning aimed at Natessa.

Natessa’s face darkened, and her black hair rose of its own accord. Teal light shimmered in her eyes as – light as a feather – she danced through the air and wielded her whip. With a flick of her wrist, a tornado was born and roared towards the glimmering spear.

Crrrack-crack crack! Although it was composed of pure energy, the whip froze in its path through the air. With every inch the spear advanced, the whip cracked apart. Eventually, it failed entirely, and the spear streaked right for the center of her forehead.

Eckard appeared in the air, leaping end over end to kick the spear off track. By then, the spear’s energy was mostly spent, so the scarred instructor had no problem kicking it back towards its owner. A man, resplendent in snow-white armor, snatched the weapon easily.

In the middle of this exchange, a holy light had descended from above. Its radiance flooded the canyon like the arrival of a divine being coming to lay waste to evil.

Dumont condensed his mental energy into his arms, preparing to block the radiant strike. All of the stone around him was shattered as the power swept by. Dumont himself was knocked backwards, flung to the ground. Rivulets of blood began to appear from the places where the Dawnbreaker armor joined. His chest and arms sported scorched marks where a sword had struck.

Such terrifying power! It’d even overpowered Dawnbreaker’s defenses!

A figure bathed in white appeared in Dumont’s hazy vision like a vision of some immortal beauty.

Two warriors in white. One male, one female. Both were indescribable in looks and talent but gave completely different impressions. The man’s sharp features and starry eyes were like a glorious mountain top – dignified and cold. His companion was an unparalleled beauty, otherworldly, untouchably sacrosanct.

Frozen Dirge… that was the weapon carried by Frost de Winter, chosen disciple of Arcturus Cloude. It was no surprise that he would be a challenge. The woman, bearing a blade of radiant holy energy, was also unmistakable. No other woman had her gravity of presence, and even though she had been missing for five years, it was impossible not to know Selene Cloude immediately.

Selene Cloude, Frost de Winter, Dawn Polaris, and Atlas Umbra. The most brilliant stars of Skycloud’s next generation. How were they all here?

The sound of conflict couldn’t be hidden, so the other combatants stopped to see what had caused it. Wyrmsole on one end and Squall on the other, neither expected what he saw.

Outmanned and outmaneuvered, Natessa called for a retreat into the ravine. She explained herself to Wyrmsole. “Skycloud’s forces are too powerful. Hell’s Army can’t stop them.”

The red priest scowled at their rapidly deteriorating position. His battle against the Highwaymen had been bad enough, but they were now in danger of being overrun.

Across the field, Ravenous Tiger was speaking with Squall. “Skycloud has sent a lot of big names.”

Three-Eyed Spider had no dealings or knowledge of these Elysians, but he could tell they were strong. Now that Skycloud knew the location of Woodland Vale, they would surely send the bulk of their power to claim it. There was no question this new threat was a dire one. “The Elysians are our shared enemy. We should convince the Conclave to help us fight them!”

Squall idly chewed on a stalk of grass between his lips. His left fist clenched as the tattoos on his skin glimmered. He stared in silence, thinking, staring at Wyrmsole from across the battlefield. Eventually, he answered. “We’re here. We can’t leave without staking our claim to Woodland Vale. We play it by ear.”

Cloudhawk and Atlas dashed away until they were a couple of thousand meters away from the heart of the fighting. Once they were behind the front lines, Cloudhawk saw that a whole contingent of Elysian soldiers was pouring into the canyon. Many of them were marked by the insignia of the Talons of God. A small, timid voice called out to him, “Teacher!”

“Hey, little one, what are you doing here? It’s dangerous!”

Azura shook her tiny head. “Big sister Claudia and big brother Rio are protecting me.”

Rio approached and snapped to attention. “We’re sorry for the tardy arrival, sir. I will submit to whatever punishments you deem fitting.”

Claudia watched him with conflicting emotions in her gaze. The novice demon hunters of her squad looked at him with a sort of reverence. Although he had a foul name back home, he was obviously among the most talented people they had seen.

“You aren’t late. Right on time, in fact. Nice work.”

“Hmph, you’re such a disgrace to the family name.” Dawn stood with a hand lazily resting on the pommel of Terrangelica as she struck a casual pose. Her pretty face was marred by a vicious smirk. “Our Warden, captured on his first day on the job. That’s a new record.”

Cloudhawk raised his hands in a gesture of helpless despair. “Let’s table the whole scolding me bit. I assume Oddball led the others, but how about you explain how the rest of you got here?”

It wasn’t very shocking to find Rio here with the Talons. Natessa was cunning, but Cloudhawk had his own tricks. He couldn’t blame them. It was easy to miss the pudgy little yellow bird that had gone missing when he was captured.

When they’d thrown their shackles on him, it had severed Cloudhawk connection with Oddball. However, everyone had a tendency to underestimate the goofy little thing. While maybe not as intelligent as a fully grown adult, Oddball was as clever as your average ten-year-old. He didn’t need to give it instructions most of the time. Oddball was more than able to make good decisions based on what it saw.

The bird had hatched in part thanks to Cloudhawk’s mental energies, so there was always a connection between them. Even if their mental union was severed, the bird still innately knew where its master was.

When Oddball discovered that they were being led in the wrong direction, it pestered Rio until he figured it out. The Talon’s Colonel didn’t pay the bird much mind at first, so it was actually Drake and Claudia who were more sensitive to its cries. They’d spent three years with Cloudhawk and knew there was more to Oddball than met the eye. With their suggestions, Rio broke off pursuit of the decoys and headed for Woodland Valley.

Rio explained to his Warden, “We were following the remaining wastelands warships, but it came to our attention that they were deliberately trying to lead us away. So we split into two forces with Drake continuing to follow the ships while the Talons followed your little bird here. From there, Lady Claudia used her tracker senses to pinpoint this canyon and your location.”

Alright, but what about Dawn and the others? How did they get here?

That was thanks to Roc’s speedy delivery of the information Cloudhawk was given. General Skye had been in the field commanding his troops when it arrived and couldn’t come himself. Luckily, these four were already on various missions in the wastelands, so they were ordered to come in his stead.

They happened to all arrive at roughly the same time. Lady luck had smiled on Cloudhawk.

It was almost fate. Even though Rio could track him to a relatively accurate location, it wasn’t like Condor could fly into the canyon. Down in the dark here, it was also unlikely the Talons would be able to successfully attack Hell’s Army, meaning it was very likely he would have been killed as a hostage. It was the possibility he feared was most likely.

But much to his surprise, Atlas was the one who’d come to the rescue. That bastard was just as sneaky as he was! Hell’s Army had its own tracking-focused demon hunters, but it was almost impossible to catch an assassin like Atlas if you weren’t on the lookout for him specifically.

Selene and Frost had by now retreated from the front and joined them. Everyone regrouped in their corner of the canyon.

There was an uncomfortable, almost awkward sense that hung over the party. It was a strange set of circumstances that brought them all here, and even in his wildest dreams, he hadn’t thought they’d be together like this. After all, saying that their relationships were complicated was putting it lightly.

Cloudhawk killed Atlas’s little brother, so there was no love lost there. He’d tried to get revenge a number of times on Cloudhawk to no avail but, in the end, stood up for him in the Temple after having been saved from Majjhima. Whether or not he might try to kill Cloudhawk again in the future, it was hard to say.

Things were even murkier between Cloudhawk and Frost de Winter. It seemed their shared destiny was to despise one another. From the day they met, both men had rubbed each other the wrong way, and more than once, Frost had made Cloudhawk’s life miserable. If Cloudhawk was honest with himself, he had to admit that he’d embarrassed the guy pretty severely as well, so they were far from friendly.

Dawn and Selene seemed like female versions of Cloudhawk and Frost with all the same animosity. They were the most beautiful and outstanding women of their generation. Dawn was born with a wide array of outstanding talents and a noble bearing while Selene was the pride and joy of Skycloud. As the saying goes, a single mountain wasn’t big enough for two tigers.

Frost’s greatest personality flaw was his arrogance. He looked down on all of these people. To him, Atlas’s skillset was too narrow while Dawn was insane and had reached the peak of her abilities. As for Selene, she had the skill but no accomplishments to back them up. What’s more, because of his relationship with Arcturus, he saw Selene almost as an enemy. Frost, in short, did not play well with others.

Selene, for her part, was too aloof. Besides Cloudhawk, who she considered a friend, she hardly paid any mind to the rest of them. Now, her status was even loftier after being named Apostle of the Temple.

How was this team supposed to function? Who was supposed to lead them?

Cloudhawk broke out in a cold sweat just thinking about the responsibility. He was about to say something when he felt a murderous look level at him. He turned his head to see.

Because the call to arms had been quick, Frost hadn’t had time to call on the likes of Augustus Cloude, but he had brought several of his elite demon hunters. Among them was an ugly man with a hammer attached to a chain.

The Butcher? The hatred he felt for Cloudhawk resonated through his past lives!

The battle in the canyon gradually cooled and stopped. Wyrmsole and his counterpart, Squall, had analyzed the situation and a brief negotiation ensued – a forced consensus. Neither pretended that the other was an ally as the chances were good they’d get a dagger in the back. But, the Elysians were an enemy to all of the wastelander people, and the enemy of my enemy was my friend – at least for a little while.


11 / Opening the Door


The first problem Cloudhawk was struck with: This battle was impossible to fight!

On the Elysian side, there was Cloudhawk, Selene, Frost, Dawn, and Atlas – the core of their fighting force. In addition, there was Claudia, Rio, and Butcher as capable demon hunters. Together, they were equivalent to several hundred Elysian soldiers.

However, the wastelanders had not held back on sending their own heavy hitters. Wyrmsole, Ravenous Tiger, Three-Eyed Spider, Blackfiend the Undying, the Giants of Hell’s Army, Raven, Toad, Canker, Squall, Gremlin, Green Snake – an impressive roster to say the least. To back them up were Ravenous Tiger’s soldiers from Fishmonger’s Borough, Wyrmsole’s Conclave priests, and Raven’s heavily armored techno-soldiers.

Both groups were filled with capable fighters and had solid backup. Neither the Highwaymen nor the Conclave had an advantage in strength or numbers. The wastelanders had also come to a mutual understanding and joined forces against the Elysians.

If Woodland Vale came under the control of Squall or the Conclave, it would at least still belong to the wastelands. While the two groups had deep-seated differences, both would keep it from Skycloud. This was imperative. If Woodland Vale was taken by Cloudhawk and his crew, it would be a disaster for everyone else.

So long as Skycloud was involved, even enemies would join forces to make sure their worst-case scenario wasn’t realized. Despite their many disagreements and conflicts, none were stronger than the hatred they shared for Elysians. At least for now, the wastelands stood united in an effort to fight off their shared foe.

“They’re coming!” Dawn had Terrangelica resting on one shoulder and her shield gripped tightly in her other hand. Her face was full of excitement. “I’m taking the vanguard. I’ve never fought in such a glorious battle! Let me see how many I can cut down before you all catch up.”

Selene answered with a halfhearted sniff, “If you’re so eager to die, no one will stand in your way.”

Dawn immediately bristled. “What are you saying?! Talk like a normal person for once!”

Selene’s keen eyes, like shimmering pools, peered across the way towards the man carrying a furled banner. “Wyrmsole was once the Companion of the Order of Demon hunters, its second-in-command. If he fights at full strength, he is more terrible on the battlefield than even General Skye. If you think you can match that, then I invite you to try.”

Selene was a Cloude. She knew exactly how strong each member of her family was. Before his fall from grace, Wyrmsole was a shining star among the Cloudes. Dawn knew this as well.

Wyrmsole himself was already a very tough foe. Although Dawn hadn’t fought any of the others, she could sense the danger emanating from them. At least ten of them were killers at their peaks, and they outnumbered the Elysians three-to-one. Victory seemed a remote possibility.

Dawn visibly withered when the truth was pointed out, but she wasn’t willing to allow herself to lose face. “It doesn’t matter how strong they are. We can’t retreat. If you’re scared, then run away. I know Cloudhawk will at least stand by my side.”

Selene’s delicate brows gathered in irritation. As for Cloudhawk, he could only force out a pained chuckle. This damned women. Why are they always dragging me into this stuff?

Rio’s eyes were as sharp as daggers. “The Talons of God are not a force to be disregarded! Men, form up!”

Ten men with banners marched to the fore. All at once, they released their mental energies, and together, they formed a formidable barrier.

Divine Grace was a special Elysian war banner. Bestowed by the Temple to soldiers in faraway lands, it protected the faithful from harm. In situations like this, it was bound to play an important role.

Talon soldiers drew their bows, aimed for the sky, and let loose. A series of feathered volleys rose, leaving trails of light where they passed. Somehow, the projectiles sped up as they fell. With an ominous whoosh, the arrows picked their own targets so that no arrow was shot in vain.

As the wastelander soldiers came rushing across the canyon, they were met by the hail of arrows. Their mad dash was slowed to a crawl. Of course, though wide in area and deadly to many, archers alone wouldn't be enough to stop the wastelanders.

Frost stood heroically to one side with the crystalline spear held loosely in one hand. He reached for the sword on his belt with the other and drew forth Rimeshard. His cold eyes glared death at his foes with the coldest stare aimed at Wyrmsole. From the frigid aura surrounding him rose a burning battle lust.

Wyrmsole had been holding back in the Blisterpeaks and had still gone blow-for-blow with Frost. Arcturus’s disciple was no typical demon hunter. Three veteran demon hunters together couldn’t match his talent. Even so, it was clear to everyone that Frost still was not as strong as the former Companion, a fact which highlighted how dangerous their enemy was.

“It’s already too late to run.” Impatience was clear in Dawn’s voice. She shoved the tip of Terrangelica into the ground and released her mental energies into it. The canyon walls cracked and fractured, dislodging massive boulders. “If any of you has a plan, now’s the time!”

The world shook as deadly arrows and crushing boulders rained upon the wastelanders.

From the enemy lines, Natessa’s whip cracked and birthed another tempest. The fierce winds cast the boulders back towards the Elysians only for them to shatter against the protection of Divine Grace.

“If we don’t get reinforcements here soon, we won’t be able to last long.” Cloudhawk finally spoke his mind. “Fighting recklessly isn’t the best plan, but it is our only option. Fight or die. It’s the way it’s gotta be.”

“That’s right, we need to get into the valley and stop them. Watch how I do it.”

Dawn put both hands on the hilt of her sword and pushed, shoving it into the ground until none of the steel was visible. Sparing no effort, she assailed the canyon walls with her power, practically causing them to explode. Countless rocks of all sizes tumbled down, and everyone could feel the invisible surge of energy she released. It burst forward from under their feet.

The earth rumbled like a dragon was slithering through the very stone. It was clearly felt but impossible to pinpoint.

All of a sudden, the wastelanders’ rear-echelon members were pitched off their feet as the ground opened up beneath them. A fissure split the rock, and many soldiers were too slow to react. They went screaming down into the darkness. The fissures split the canyon all the way to the stone door at its far end.

Boom! A rumbling sound like thunder followed.

Dawn’s fissure stopped abruptly thirty meters before the door. It simply ended like it’d run into an invisible barrier.

The towering door was easily a dozen meters tall. Enormous statues of roughly the same height were situated on either side. In the right hand of each was a spear, and in the left was a shield. Solemnly, they watched the canyon from their vantage point, unscathed by Terrangelica’s power.

“If the door was opened that easily, they would have gotten in a long time ago.”

Even from across the canyon, Cloudhawk could hear the resonance from the door. The giant stone obstruction was actually a sort of seal, set here by the god that made this place. No outside power was going to force it open short of another nuclear bomb. Even a Master Demon Hunter couldn’t open it with brute force because it was somehow drinking the force up.

A key… there had to be some sort of key… doors were made to open. Otherwise, why put one here at all? His guess was that the key to opening it was resonating with a specific frequency, making the giant door no different from any other relic.

Cloudhawk was suddenly reminded of Autumn’s “flute”, which was no typical flute at all. It didn’t resonate with typical demon hunters, only with someone with a very specific type of mental energy. It had sat around for three hundred years waiting for someone who could resonate with it. Autumn had been that someone.

Well, and one other. Cloudhawk was the exception.

From what he felt, the stone door and Shepherd’s flute had similar frequencies. His first thought was that this proved both items were created thousands of years ago when the Vale was made by the hand of its rebel god. His second notion was that if he could use the flute – albeit poorly – what was stopping him from opening this door?

The request for help had been sent by Barb from inside Woodland Vale with a map provided by Autumn. It was obvious that they were in a great deal of danger, so coming out to open up a way in wasn’t an option for them.

“Cover me. I’m going to try something!”

Cloudhawk hadn’t finished his thought when a plume of fire burst through the rubble. It struck the boulders like a deluge and blasted them aside. As it roared forward, the fires coalesced into a fist that ultimately hammered into the entrenched Elysian forces. The shell of divine energy protecting them dimmed visibly.

Wyrmsole appeared, wreathed in flame. His banner had been freed, and its flag waved triumphantly in the scalding winds. Each flutter pulsed with energy that knocked Elysian arrows away. At the same time, blazing orbs of fire rose up and arched forward.

Selene summoned her holy crossblade and dashed out from under the protection of Divine Grace.

She rose into the air, resplendent in her white armor. Although her motions seemed almost slow, in reality, she dashed with incredible speed through the enemy. Their relics and arrows assailed her, but she didn’t dodge. They struck her armor but did not even leave a mark.

Radiant crossblade and triumphant battle standard met. An explosive release of energy knocked both away.

Selene’s cold, hard words rang above the din, stressing each syllable. “Where is the Crimson One?!”

“The Holy Crossblade, his Sacred Vestments… you’ve grown, Selene.” Wyrmsole’s weather-beaten features softened with reminiscence. He remembered the last time he’d seen her when she’d just begun her training as a demon hunter. Now, she stood before him, wielding Baldur’s weapon and wearing his armor. She was still young but was strong enough to stand against him. “Why do you wish to know?”

“To kill him,” she replied.

A bitter smile wrinkled his already heavily lined face. “I’ve made a lot of mistakes in my time. The Crimson One as well. You would not even give us an opportunity to atone?”

“The only way you can atone for your many sins...” From ten meters away, Selene swiped her weapon at Wyrmsole, knocking him further back, “...is to die!”

He wasn’t going to give her the answer she wanted. One day, Selene would be stronger than the Crimson One but not now. Even with Baldur’s inheritance, she would die if she faced her uncle. This was even truer now that the Crimson One had become leader of the fledgling Conclave of Judgment.

Frost pulled his arm back and threw Frozen Dirge into the fray. It shot out like a beam of icy light. Wyrmsole easily knocked it aside with his standard.

Frost appeared in front of Selene and snatched back his spear. On his left, he still held Rimeshard, which was glinting dangerously. He used both relics to hack at Wyrmsole’s banner.

“Leave him to me,” Frost hissed. “Deal with the others!”

Ravenous Tiger, Blackfiend, and the three Giants were leading their respective troops in a counterattack against the Elysians. The battle had broken out, a conflict of attrition. Skycloud’s forces were under tremendous pressure.

Dawn was locked in place, controlling the power of Terrangelica and otherwise unable to fight. Selene and Frost were in the enemy’s midst and were paying Cloudhawk no mind. As for Atlas and the other members of the Court, who knew where they’d disappeared to? With so many demon hunters and their relics vying for his attention, Cloudhawk couldn’t pinpoint where they’d gone.

“Goddamnit, can’t you idiots keep an eye on the big picture? We’re not here so you can have a good time cutting people apart!”

His irritated words went unheeded. He would have to rely on himself. Cloudhawk wrapped his fingers around the phase stone and then blinked across the field towards the stone wall on the other side of the canyon.

Woodland Vale was under attack and had been for a while. Cloudhawk didn’t know how they got in, but as far as he was concerned, this door was the only way. It was either resonate with it or find a weapon big enough to smash it apart.

No weapon like that was at hand. He had to find another way and fast.


12 / Buying Time


Ravenous Tiger positioned himself before the Elysian defensive shield, his axe glowing brightly. But before he could do anything, a column of light crashed down from overhead, blocking his path. It was a searing beam that, as he watched, began to carve a path in his direction. The ground beneath it split apart.

“Out of my way!”

With a surprising amount of strength from his fat body, Ravenous Tiger heaved his axe at the column, splitting it apart. A second beam answered, headed right for the top of his head. He hastily used his axe to block it, but the impact nearly wrenched it from his grip.

Quickly engaging his defensive relic, a shield sprang up to shield him from harm. It held.

Selene dropped back to the ground with her white cloak flapping valiantly. She stood before the wastelanders as her crossblade seethed with dim holy light. With her left hand, she reached back and drew a second sword.

This one was different from her relic weapon.

The Holy Crossblade was made entirely from holy energy and light, but her second sword was wholly physical. It was beautiful in its construction, a masterwork from hilt to tip. The blade itself was not steel but a transparent material like glass or crystal. A faint light pulsed within.

Ravenous Tiger’s eyes went wide. He knew this weapon. “Master Baldur’s Transcendence?”

Anyone with a passing education knew of Master Baldur’s three mighty relics: his Sacred Vestments, his Transcendence, and the Holy Crossblade. The crossblade had long ago been bequeathed to Selene, but his Vestments and Transcendence were said to have been lost when he disappeared.

Here she appeared, bearing all three. The daughter stood before her foes with the full inheritance of her father.

Selene brandished the crystalline weapon, a perfunctory motion that immediately shattered Ravenous Tiger’s defenses. An invisible but intense energy lifted him off his feet and threw the former governor several meters away.

The Giants of Hell’s Army gathered around her, along with Blackfiend. They wasted no time in assailing her with their strongest attacks. She stood alone, a spot of peerless white with a blade of light in one hand and one of crystal in the other. She was larger than life, an invincible avatar of divine fury.

Both swords moved. No one dared test their strength. Selene kept five of the enemy’s strongest at bay with nothing but her own power.

Eckard had never met someone so young with so much strength. His face was a map of hideously twisted scars as he frowned. However, he quickly saw her flaw: Selene’s attacks were too strong, too overwhelming. She wasn’t holding anything back, so while each strike was deadly, it was also draining.

“How long can she keep this up? Don’t fight her now. Wait until she tires herself out.”

“Don’t apply ordinary logic to her. Your tactics won’t work,” Natessa warned. “Her Sacred Vestments are among the Cloude family’s strongest relics – made during the Great War. It was given to the founding father of the Cloude family by the gods themselves.”

Eckard paused. “What’s so great about it? It looks ordinary to me!”

“That’s because this relic isn’t offensive or defensive. It looks normal during combat.”

“Neither offensive or defensive? So what the hell does it do?!”

Natessa explained, “The Vestments store mental energy. Put another way, when wearing the armor, one’s energy is almost limitless. For every attack Selene does, her Sacred Vestments restore a large portion of it. We can’t wait for her to tire out!”

Eckard was taken by surprise.

Demon hunters were already living war machines. A typical demon hunter could kill Eckard with a direct shot from one of their exorcist bows. Their primary limiting factor was mental energy and how long it took to recover it. In a battle like this, it was easy to become exhausted, and once a demon hunter was drained, his destructive capabilities were reduced dramatically.

Now, there was one who could quickly recover even after using her most powerful attacks. How could she be considered anything but invincible?

Of course, there was no such thing as an invincible foe. The energy stored in Selene’s Vestments represented whatever she poured into them before the fight. Its upper limit was perhaps ten times her typical mental capacity. Storing it to capacity was a process that required days of effort.

In other words, Selene could go from drained to fully recovered maybe ten times but would be completely spent once the Vestments ran dry. To say they couldn’t wait for her to tire herself out wasn’t entirely true. However, just the five of them wouldn’t be able to do it on their own.

Strong as they were, under Selene’s relentless assault, they were forced to back off.

Seeing her display, Dawn was also stunned. This crazy bitch was that strong?! She had to be on some sort of drugs!

Elsewhere, Wyrmsole and Frost were in the middle of a fierce confrontation.

Frost’s attacks were swift and fierce with his spear flashing through the air like a hundred angry dragons. Wyrmsole was caught among them, forced to defend himself against it and Rimeshard’s continuous swipes. Each time he deflected Rimeshard with his banner, a thin sheet of ice thickened around it. It was the unique function of Frost’s weapon that it suppressed the power of other relics, thus weakening Wyrmsole.

This was why he told Selene to deal with the others. He knew the sort of power contained in her Sacred Vestments, which would allow her to fend them off. She was well-equipped to battle five enemies weaker than her, but the Vestments were less effective against someone closer to her own strength like Wyrmsole.

On the other hand, Frost carried Rimeshard. With each swing, he weakened Wyrmsole’s power and brought the two of them closer to equal. So long as Frost kept up the pressure, Wyrmsole couldn’t split his attention to other parts of the battle to lend aid.

Layer after layer of ice crusted over Wyrmsole’s standard and not ordinary frost either. It was a condensed form of energy that interrupted the relic’s resonance. Normal heat had no effect at dispersing it, and after a few exchanges, Wyrmsole was already finding it more taxing to try and summon his banner’s strength.

“You’re so eager to kill me, young man. All because I once betrayed your master? In bygone years, I was also Arcturus’s student, and like you, I worshipped the man. Now, I stand by the Crimson One. I decided to renounce my home, my honor, everything – and do you know why?”

Frost was not a man of words but of action. In his typical, persistent style, he focused completely on the battle at hand. He took advantage of Wyrmsole’s pause to speak to launch into another assault, using the edge of his blade to answer the older man’s question.

Wyrmsole methodically and steadily fended off Frost’s attacks. He could see it clearly, the hostility that roiled just beneath this young man’s icy surface. There was a secret hidden here…and if he could see it, then Arcturus had to know it too.

It didn’t matter. All that mattered was making sure Woodland Vale did not fall into Elysian hands.

A surge of energy rose through Wyrmsole, summoning a pillar of fire around him. It roared with such intensity that it threatened to blot out the sky. Rising like a dragon of fire, it swept overhead before descending towards Frost.

The younger man’s face darkened. Even after Rimeshard’s suppression, he could still call such power? He reeled back, spinning Frozen Dirge around in his hand like a whirlwind as he squared off against the pillar of fire.

Fire and ice collided. Steam filled the canyon from their struggle.

Meanwhile, Dawn was not idle. She continuously poured her energies into Terrangelica to bring the canyon crashing down around them. Under her power, the earth shook, and landslides threatened her foes while spikes of jagged rock were belched forth among their ranks. Only, the enemy was too many. She couldn’t stop them all on her own.

Where did that idiot Cloudhawk get to?! Why isn’t he helping!?

No sooner had the thought crossed her mind than the canyon began to shake and not from Terrangelica. It came from somewhere deeper. She lifted her head and looked towards its source, the stone doorway. It was aglow with power that set its runes starkly against the drab gray surface, resembling some ancient and archaic spell. Power flooded the canyon, filling it to the brim.

The doors began to move! Cloudhawk! It had to be!

He stood at the base of the massive door with both hands pressed against the rough stone. He felt with his mind for the resonance, joined with it, and at that moment, there was a sliver of light that appeared. It slowly rose from the ground up towards the door’s apex as its runes flared to life. He was doing it, but he needed time – if they kept him safe, he would be able to open their way into Woodland Vale.

Cloudhawk had slipped past everyone, far behind enemy lines. He was alone, isolated, and the enemy wasn’t about to let him succeed.

Dark power swirled around Squall’s tattooed arm. A taunting chill invaded his eyes when he saw what Cloudhawk was attempting and he cried out to him, “Such a disappointment. I thought you’d eventually see reason and stand with us. Instead, you’ve become just another Elysian dog.”

Cloudhawk knitted his brows and focused on the door. He couldn’t stop, or it would all be a waste.

Three-Eyed Spider’s shrill voice shouted orders, “Raven! Kill him!”

The cyborg wordlessly obeyed. Raven lifted an arm, preparing to attack, but was foiled by a dagger that appeared from thin air. Seething with purple energy, Deathstalker buried itself in its target’s heart.

Raven went as stiff as iron.

No normal weapon was a threat to Three-Eyed Spider’s greatest achievement, but the dagger split flesh and metal like it was paper.

The old scientist’s three eyes went wide when he saw. A faint figure, almost like a shadow. Grinding his teeth, he howled, “Diiee!”

A strike to the heart was deadly, especially a kiss from Deathstalker. However, Raven’s body had long ago had its internal organs removed. For all its toxic fury, Deathstalker could not poison metal. As a reaction, a death beam was fired from Raven’s eyes right towards his shadowy attacker.

Atlas blinked out of existence only to appear half a moment later behind Cloudhawk. He returned Deathstalker to its sheath and drew a long, sickly shadow in its stead. He dropped into a combative posture.

His voice was curt and cold. “How long?”

“A couple minutes!” Cloudhawk shouted back.

Atlas’s emotionless gaze swept over Three-Eyed Spider, over Raven, over Squall. He could hold them off, at least for the moment. But as he set his jaw to face them, two more figures emerged, in robes of green and black. Besides the clothes, they looked like typical wastelander mutants, but he sensed they were much more dangerous than that.

One against five and Atlas was not trained for head-on fights. He wasn’t a warrior like Selene, but he didn’t shudder at the situation. He was a cold-blooded killer, and killers didn’t blink. However, his pupils contracted when they landed on one of his foes. Squall.

“You.”


13 / Stone's Awakening


Squall was faced with a difficult reality in fighting Atlas. Without the assassin, Squall would have been dead three years ago.

It was a surprise for Atlas as well. How could he have known that this man, who three years ago was hunting rats in the sewers to survive – would rise to command a major wastelander power?

A lopsided grin split Squall’s features. “Do you regret it?”

Atlas’s grip tightened around Malady, but his voice was unreadable. “I just feel pity for the person who saved you.”

Squall chuckled. “How do you know how he thinks if you aren’t him?”

Atlas’s eyes followed Squall’s allies as they closed in, unblinking. “Are you going to try and kill me?”

“I don’t want you as my enemies, but I can’t let Woodland Vale fall into anyone else’s hands. If you insist on trying to stop me, then I’ll be forced to bite the hand that once fed me.”

Ruthlessness and savagery played on Squall’s face, but there was conflict as well. He’d lost a lot over the years to the point where it’d started to make him numb. He was finding it easier and easier to shed whatever morals he had left.

Cloudhawk or Atlas, it didn’t matter. If they stood in his way, better to deal with them now.

He saw it in Squall’s eyes. His heart and mind had been steeped in darkness, and he was determined to kill. He was beyond the point of saving.

However, Atlas had never seen someone change so dramatically over such a short time. What happened to the young man that caused him to so thoroughly lose himself to darkness? What hatred made him willing to sacrifice everything?

“It seems I made a mistake.” Atlas spoke slowly, his voice low almost as though he were speaking to himself. “Today, I will rectify it. At least, it’s not yet too late.”

Squall responded with a tepid chuckle, but smoldering ferocity twisted his youthful features. “You think you can handle me? Hehe...”

Raven acted. His wrist folded back to reveal a barrel, and a tempest of lead quickly followed!

Under sustained fire from Raven’s heavy gunfire, even a person who specialized in physical hardiness like Eckard would be overwhelmed – much less Atlas. A man could be made of iron and still be blown to pieces.

Atlas was nimble enough to dodge, but if he did, it would leave Cloudhawk exposed to the gunfire. He couldn’t move. Instead, he left it to Malady.

He hacked the sword through the air, sending a hundred shredding waves of energy forth. They were so numerous and so fast that it was hard to follow their passage. None of his foes had seen a sword used so rapidly.

Atlas had created a wall of protection in front of him through expert use of his weapon. If someone threw a pot of ink at him, not a single drop would pass to strike his body. Of all the talented youths of his generation, only Atlas was this quick.

The air was alive with sparks. The ground between Raven and Atlas was ruined by blade and bullet. Onlookers stared in shock at the display.

A brief lull allowed Atlas to react, and with an almost imperceptible flash, he launched into an attack. Raven was quick, though, and raised his cloak of steel feathers defensively. Malady raked against the cloak, leaving no damage. As fast as the assassin was, Atlas’s weakness was obvious. He didn’t have the strength to force his way through a stalwart defense. His relics were focused on speed and stealth, not direct confrontation.

Raven swung his other arm around and belched a grenade from his wrist, which Atlas knocked away. A shuddering explosion quickly followed which knocked him back several meters and wounded him with the shrapnel.

Cloudhawk was watching from the corner of his eye and felt his heart sink. Squall was using the fact that Atlas was forced to protect him as an advantage. Despicable – Squall had said he was disappointed in Cloudhawk’s choices, but his wicked deeds were what was disappointing.

Cloudhawk shouted in anger, “What happened to your conscience, Squall?!”

The leader of the Highwaymen showed no reaction, no remorse.

At Raven’s command, his technological fighting force joined the fray. They hefted their massive weapons and aimed them towards Atlas and Cloudhawk. Both men felt the air shift as a sense of danger filled their minds. They were alone – Dawn’s Terrangelica didn’t work this close to the door, and she was beset by the invading forces. Frost and Selene were warring with others, and everyone else was fighting for their lives.

Cloudhawk called out to Atlas, “Hey, forget about me and get yourself the hell out of here!”

Although the two men were far from friendly, in contrast to Frost, he at least had some respect for the assassin. At least their relationship was clear, and they treated each other like men. Cloudhawk also wasn’t convinced Squall would really kill him.

Raven’s men pulled their triggers.

With only his sword to protect him, Atlas could brandish it twice as fast as before and still get hit. And he did. Bullets found purchase in his chest, arms, abdomen – even his face. With each successive hit, his defenses failed even more.

Cloudhawk couldn’t endure it. “Are you fucking stupid?! Run!”

Atlas didn’t budge. This was his mission.

Ever since he was small, the assassin had undergone strict training. He was raised less like a human and more like a machine. To Atlas, he only had worth when he completed his assigned task. Today, that task was to stop the wastelanders from entering Woodland Vale by any means necessary. Part of that mission was to support the Elysian forces, and he would not abandon them even if it meant his life.

Apprehension tore at Cloudhawk’s heart, undermining his focus. He had to get this door open!

Everyone reeled as a thunderous blast suddenly shook the ground!

The earth quaked much stronger than anything Terrangelica had produced before as everyone turned to face a blast of energy that ripped through the canyon.

Ethereal blue light sprang to life in the eyes of the statues beside the door.

The statues’ eyes… what was happening?!

Fighting stopped as all attention was turned to the statues. Their enormous pikes stabbed suddenly at the crowd that had gathered by their feet, slaying a dozen wastelanders in the blink of an eye.

Incredible! These things could move!

Shocked and incredulous eyes watched as the statues came to life and pulled themselves forward. The spears they wielded – so thick several men together couldn’t wrap their arms around one – raked across the ground. Men were sent flying, in whole or in pieces, as the statues swept them away like refuse.

These enormous sculptures were too large, too destructive for anyone to contend with.

Despite the alarm Cloudhawk felt, he nonetheless recognized that this was part of Woodland Vale’s defenses. The door must have felt Cloudhawk’s fear and impatience, and sensed the danger he was in. The statues were its response, dispatched to clear the threat.

Amazing… were these also left by the Vale’s patron, the Shepherd?

Massive pikes were thrust towards Squall’s location. Both he and Three-Eyed Spider who stood nearby threw themselves out of the way. Three-Eyed Spider, a wastelander scientist, had never seen such a miraculous event. His third eye popped open and fixed on the statues – stone, nothing but stone. How could they move like living things?!

“Deal with it, quickly!”

In the face of these mighty defenders, Raven was forced to turn his offense away from Atlas and towards this new danger. A volley of grenades was launched at the stone figures and scarred their surface but otherwise dealt no damage.

They were too big and too sturdy. While their movements were clumsy, they were made of solid rock, so normal weapons were limited in what they could accomplish.

Squall burst into action. He leaped onto one of the spears and followed it up to the statue’s shoulder. As he charged forward, his left arm glowed with infernal power just before he rammed his fist into the statue’s face.

Crrrack-crack!

A chunk of the monolith’s cheek split and fell away, but that didn’t seem to faze it. These defenders had no vulnerabilities. He could shatter their stony skulls and it would make no difference.

The sudden addition of these creatures to the battle sent trepidation rippling through the wastelanders. Suddenly, the Elysians felt the pressure ease considerably.

All the while, light continued to diffuse through the stone door like the branches of a tree. Ten seconds more and it would start to react.

Atlas was hunched but still standing at Cloudhawk’s back, wounded in a dozen places. Thanks to his quality armor, none of the wounds were too serious. Squall and several of his allies were distracted by the statues, but that wasn’t the end of his troubles.

There were still the two Barren Kings to contend with.

“A true masterwork of the old gods. If the door is this magnificent, I ache to know how wonderful the world beyond it is.” Toad’s hideous face was twisted and foul like melted wax. As he watched the statues, he croaked toward his companion in black, “But first, to deal with the Elysians. Shall you go first, or shall I?”

Canker answered by stepping forward and raising his arms. The large sleeves drooped, but nothing could be seen from inside but an inky darkness.

Suddenly, that darkness writhed free from the confines of the robe.

The fog spread quickly, creating an orb of perfect darkness four to five meters in diameter. It was a strange and perfect darkness like thick ink drawn together in an orb that filled their vision. From deep inside, they could hear a faint buzz.

Atlas hesitated. He’d never seen anything like this. Wastelanders couldn’t be demon hunters… this attack had to be some kind of mutation coming from the body of the mutant himself. But what kind of terrible power was this? Whatever it was, it would stop when the mutant’s head was cut off!

Atlas moved so quickly that he became a streak of dull light. All corporeal material in his wake was cleaved apart, including the rotten body of the creature in black. It slopped to the ground in two cleanly severed halves.

Toad watched as his companion was felled and shook with gloating laughter. “Ah, Canker. How could you let this whelp get the better of you?”

The two pieces of Canker floated back into the air like shards of torn paper and fused back together. The black-robed mutant stood before them like nothing had happened, and the orb of darkness he’d summoned was undisturbed. A strange and measured voice hissed from the darkness of the robes. “His blade is too fast.”

Atlas’s image reappeared several meters away.

He knew his blow had struck. He felt it as he cut the mutant in two. But, it didn’t seem to do anything… How?

An odd feeling drew Atlas attention to his weapon where some residual darkness clung to the blade. When he looked closer, he saw that the darkness was actually infinitesimally small insects.

That black fog was made of a huge number of minute insects. They crawled over his weapon after he’d swept it through the mist.

Atlas watched in shock as the tiny bugs gnawed at his weapon, quickly covering the blade. Of course, Malady was a mighty relic, and no number of insects was going to damage it. However, he soon discovered that his cloak was also covered in them, so he ripped it off and threw it to the ground.

He watched as it was devoured before his eyes.

The mass of black insects was spreading and dissolved the cloak like acid. It didn’t take long for the clothing to vanish entirely, leaving only a nauseating smell behind.

Canker’s insects had brief life spans but powerful corrosive properties. When that acidic substance was released, they dissolved and devoured anything they touched, making them incredibly deadly.

“You demon hunters… did you expect us wastelanders to collapse at the first blow? Perhaps today, you will learn our real power!” Toad’s raspy and unsettling voice called out again. “Canker! Stop wasting time. We fight him together.”


14 / Super Mutants


Toad bulged as he filled with air, and his body blistered with pustule-like poison glands. The hideous, pimpled body swelled until it was permeable. It then wept in a way that was nauseating to behold.

Each one of the swollen glands released a toxin that interacted with the air and dissolved into a deadly fog. With each movement the grotesque figure made, more fetid air rose around him. It was a scene well known throughout the Northern Barrens.

Toad wasn’t just immune to poison. His whole body was peppered with toxic pockets from the inside out. Over his many years, Toad had scoured the wastes for its many poisonous creatures and stole their bounty from them. The mist that seeped from him now was the result of that search. Years and years of toxins were released all at once.

Poison floated through the air itself! There was nothing like it.

Every cell of the mutant’s body was deadly. A normal man would die in an instant after a mere touch. Once Toad engaged his whole body, that terrible potency grew even more so, and the pestilence killed everything it came in contact with. Even the very grass withered around him. It was obvious at a glance that one could not approach this creature, much less touch him. Even demon hunters would find themselves in dire circumstances if they did.

So far, Toad had encountered no creature that could withstand his poison.

“Bear witness, young Elysian – a mighty King of the Northern Barrens!” By now, Toad was as round as a ball and crouched on all fours. His green robes were now a small vest on his engorged, amphibian-like body. “If your soul does flutter to your holy mountain after death, tell your self-righteous gods that one day, I will reduce them to rot as well!”

Atlas stared at him with a dark scowl. “All talk.”

His form flickered, and all at once, the assassin disappeared from view.

Toad’s swollen body jiggled as it belched a laugh. “Gaaah, gaah, gaah! You think you can hide? Look at your young friend!”

Toad vomited a stream of poison towards Cloudhawk, which forced Atlas to reappear and come to his defense. Once again, he brandished the sword with lightning speed so that not a single drop of the poison passed through.

Even though he held his breath and focused on shutting his pores, even though he was moving at high speed, what little skin was exposed to the poison fog immediately began to decompose.

Toad’s black laughter rang through the canyon. “You are no match for me!”

For the moment, Atlas was not gravely wounded by the poison, and he could still move without issue. However, with the situation as it stood, he could not fight back effectively.

Nearby, Canker was also following the young assassin with a malicious gaze.

The inky fog around him grew thicker still. Millions upon millions of insects – each no longer than a tenth the size of a grain of rice – floated through the air. Where Toad was living poison, Canker was an insect. His actual body was still a mystery even to this day. No wastelander scientist had ever had the opportunity to study him. The truth was that this mutant was unique, a hive of insects that was able to turn other living things and itself into hosts. Eggs were nurtured, hatched, and from them, these insignificant black bugs were birthed.

He couldn’t even be called human any longer. In reality, he was more of an amalgamation. Any part of him – it, really – could live independently of the whole. As it stood nearby, bits of some unidentified substance sloughed from below the clothing. The strange, flesh-like matter slithered along the ground, infecting the corpses of the fallen. Soon, those corpses would swell and eventually burst as clouds of black insects fought free.

Before long, the air was choked with them. Insects flew into every opening, every gap in armor. There was no way to defend against them.

For Elysians, these Barren Kings were largely unknown. However, in the northern lands they hailed from, mentioning the names Toad or Canker would summon a chill up anyone’s spine. They were true super mutants, beasts known as Kings.

Both had at some time in the past single-handedly destroyed an entire settlement. A millennium of life in the most heinous of environments had transformed them into creatures that could survive almost anything. Either of them had the strength to threaten and kill demon hunters.

Atlas was painfully aware that he had no methods to fight them. He was the elite, an assassin of incredible talent and the child of a mighty noble family. But today, he’d been entirely castrated by these monsters from the wilds.

He glanced behind them at the battle raging between the wastelanders and the statues. They had collapsed, finally, after killing several hundred Highwaymen easily. Massive chunks of stone fell to the ground as the statues finally succumbed to gunfire and explosions.

There was no time to waste.

Cloudhawk reached into the phase stone and drew on the energy stored within. Runes etched within the door blazed brighter and spread faster in response until they covered the entire surface. Finally, the ground shook as the stone barrier began to give way. The single line that bisected it started to widen.

The door began to open inward.

Success…

On the heels of his victory, Cloudhawk spun around to face Toad. He called out to Atlas, “That goopy asshole I leave to you. Let me handle this prick.”

The doors were opening! The light from inside was rising in intensity, filling the deepest part of the canyon.

Without wasting a beat, Cloudhawk raced towards Toad, and the hideous mutant met him with a grin. He regurgitated a glob of poison that sprayed all over the space between them. It fell over Cloudhawk and yet… nothing, for it didn’t touch him at all.

The phase field rippled imperceptibly.

Both the mutants had weaknesses that were easy to recognize. The attacks themselves weren’t very strong, so while they were an intractable threat to most, they did not scare Cloudhawk. Nothing they could summon would overpower his phase abilities.

He charged ahead, heedless of the poison. The Silver Serpents gleamed in his hands.

Toad knew that demon hunters were capable of all sorts of miracles, but he’d never encountered someone who could turn their body incorporeal. Against someone like that, his poison was ineffective. Yet, the Green King was a survivor of countless battles and would not let the surprise throw him off.

He couldn’t keep that strange power engaged forever. If he ever planned to attack, he would have to drop it.

He stayed put, focusing everything on releasing more of the poison stored in his body. Rolling clouds of malignant fog hung around him. His bulging figure was lost within it.

“Fool.”

Cloudhawk appeared in front of Toad, and just as he expected, the young Elysian was immediately soaked by the poisonous cloud. At this level of concentration, he would be killed immediately.

But… nothing happened. Cloudhawk did not react to the poison at all.

With a sickening shhhtck, two identical silver blades plunged into Toad’s grotesque body.

Toad had the leathery flesh of his namesake, tough and tenacious, but was not tougher than steel. Cloudhawk was confident he was on the verge of cutting the frog-like freak to ribbons. Toad, feeling fear grip him, deflated like a punctured balloon. A dozen gashes of silver light swept by harmlessly once their target shrank back to normal size.

But the last-second gambit came at a price.

Both of Toad's arms had been hacked off, and several more wounds appeared across the rest of his body. Even while reeling from the dire wounds, the mutant was aghast at how Cloudhawk was completely unfazed by his poison. How?! No creature he’d met had ever survived being doused by his poison!

Atlas was also continuing his onslaught against Canker. The cloud of insects had not yet risen to its peak but was already choking out what little light was coming from overhead. Masses of insects gathered around Canker’s body and pressed together tightly like a shield. Atlas jumped into the air and disappeared, moving too fast to follow. A dozen gashes raked against the shield of insects from several different directions.

The swarm disintegrated. Canker was carved into several pieces. Though it was not enough to kill the creature, Canker would be out of the fight for at least a little while.

At last, the door was open. The world beyond was revealed.

As the door fully extended, intense light flooded the canyon, blinding the eye.

The door served as an enormous vortex as all the air within the canyon was sucked out. It was as though someone punched a hole at the bottom of a tank and all the water was pouring free.

Many of the weaker wastelander fighters were picked up off their feet and flung through the door, vanishing into the blinding light. Their fate was unclear. The others stared at one another with wide, wild eyes.

“Woodland Vale! The way is open!”

Wyrmsole’s mission had failed. He had been unable to stop his enemies here.

As for Squall, the desire to fight was gone. Now that the door to the Vale was open, continuing to throw himself at his enemies was pointless. Get in and find a way to take control – that was the plan. If he didn’t, then the Conclave would beat him to it.

“Forget about them,” Squall shouted. “We’re going in!”

Squall and his henchmen made a beeline for the door, and they weren’t alone. This millennial treasure trove was within their grasps, open and ready for the taking. They had to get in!

Wyrmsole ran as fast as he could towards the light.

Frost and Selene returned to the Elysian camp. Dawn cried out, “The door is open. Everyone, on me!” To which the Elysians all charged towards the door.

Claudia scowled. Because that bastard Cloudhawk had brought the child, she wasn’t sure what to do. Was she supposed to follow and drag the child with her into a war zone?

It was their only option, a problem to deal with once they were on the other side. They ran through the press of bodies with Azura holding tightly to Claudia’s hand. When they passed through the wall of light, it suddenly felt like they were passing through a windstorm. They were immediately lost in the buffeting gusts and blinding light. Claudia didn’t even know which direction she was facing.

An intense blast of air struck her in the face. Azura cried out as the wind flung her away. Claudia and Rio both reached for her, but it was too late.


15 / The Godtree


Azura felt like the breath was stolen from her lungs and felt her stomach leap into her throat as she fell. For a moment, it was like she had slipped into a bottomless pit, and then, she lost consciousness.

An indeterminate amount of time passed.

Azura slowly came to, awoken by the sound of chirping birds. The air was crisp, clean, and refreshing. She greedily drew in gulps of air like it was the most delicious thing she’d ever tasted. It made her dizzy until she stopped.

Once her senses fully returned, the small girl realized she was slung over a set of not very broad but safe shoulders. Someone was carrying her over rugged terrain, careful not to jostle her too much.

Azura’s brilliant blue eyes opened, and she looked around. She was greeted by a world full of life and vitality.

Colossal trees that had to be thousands of years old rose all around her, each one easily a hundred meters tall or more. It would take a dozen people to completely surround one of them. Above, the sky was covered by a canopy of green, thick luxuriant leaves layered one on top of another. Then, there was the fruit, large and inviting, hanging from branches lining their path. From twig to branch, the trees were covered in moss and other foliage. Flowers peeked through the underbrush, glorious and in full bloom. Their dizzying fragrance danced in the air.

Although she could not see the sky, their path was not dark.

Luminous mushrooms peppered the ground and provided more than enough light for her to see. They came in all sizes with the smallest the size of a fingernail and the biggest half the height of a man. She was inundated with greenery. It was as though no inch of soil was wasted. The sheer volume of growth left her dumbfounded with life occupying every nook and cranny.

Creatures akin to jellyfish danced on the breeze on the edges of her vision, glowing like fireflies. Deeper in the forest, she often caught sight of fawns or rabbits. None of them were aggressive. They were like playful spirits flitting among the trees.

It was so serene, so quiet, so peaceful, and so fertile… in a word: Perfect!

Azura stared, hardly able to comprehend what she was seeing. This dreamscape, this fairy tale forest was unfolding before her eyes.

A familiar voice whispered into her ear, “What do you think? Pretty, right?”

She looked down and, for the first time, recognized the tattered gray cloak beneath her. Cloudhawk had raced in to save her after the winds had ripped Azura from Claudia’s grasp.

Her eyes sparkled as she continued to try and take in everything at once. A joy that sprang from the depths of her heart was given voice in her words. “So pretty! I like this place.”

Cloudhawk chuckled. “Well, then you’re really going to like what you see next.”

He crouched down and then leaped into the air. He and Azura rose sharply through the air, as fast as a bullet until they pierced the canopy. He landed on the top of the trees as lightly as a feather.

The world opened up before them. It was a scene that confounded her imagination.

A sea of green was revealed, stretching as far as the eye could see. Ancient trees reached towards the heavens, as tall as mountains. It was a world where the full expression of its wild and natural essence was left unchecked.

The wind blew, causing the canopy to undulate in verdant waves that stretched far into the distance. The pleasant sound of rustling leaves was the only noise. Incredible.

Cloudhawk only had Greenland Outpost to compare it to, and this cradle of life was a hundred times better. It was a unique paradise, filled to the brim with life. In sharp contrast to the blasted lands outside, everything here was pristine. No mutations, no forced evolution. It was exactly as it must have been a thousand years ago.

Yet, the forest was ornamentation. When Azura’s eyes gazed upon the center of this wooded utopia, she felt the breath catch in her throat.

A truly gargantuan tree occupied the center of the forest. It was no exaggeration to say it was the size of a mountain. Its trunk had the look and consistency of black rock, rising three thousand meters up into the sky. The canopy was enormous, practically enveloping the clouds. It had to be five kilometers from end to end.

It was a towering island in a windswept sea, a majestic king surrounded by countless adoring subjects!

How small humans were… they could stare at a tree a few meters high and be in awe. An average tree in this forest was a thousand years old and a hundred meters tall. The tree in the center of the forest was several thousand years old so that even at this great distance, they still couldn’t get a full view.

Striking was putting it mildly.

The visual seeped into one’s very soul, making one feel small like an ant or a speck of dust. In the face of the towering Godtree, humans were insignificant.

Its canopy was breathtaking, so high that clouds wafted among the leaves and made them hard to see. If they looked closely, Azura and Cloudhawk could almost see structures built among the branches. That had to be where the people of the Vale lived.

Cloudhawk’s voice was thick with praise. “Truly a god’s masterpiece, don’t you think? Spectacular.”

Skycloud was full of its own miracles, or had been at one point. He was reminded of the waterfall that fell from the heavens and the enormous border wall. However, it was Azura’s first time seeing anything like this. She was rendered speechless.

That was enough.

Cloudhawk had subjected the small child to terrible danger, but it was a critically important experience for her. She had witnessed the bitter, cruel war between the Elysian lands and the wastes. She learned what it meant to be strong, how important it was. Now, she faced a true miracle and witnessed the sort of beauty that could exist. It was a series of ordeals that would change her utterly and forever.

Azura was a talented young girl.

Cloudhawk had a sneaking suspicion that if she grew well, Azura could change the world. He trusted his gut impressions, which was why he agreed to take her as a disciple in the first place.

Azura’s curious voice interrupted his reverie. “Where are we?”

He shook his head. “It’s a strange place. Everyone’s been separated in the forest. I guess you could say we’re lost, but that big tree is a pretty hard landmark to miss. If there’s anywhere that serves as the heart of this place, my bet is it’s there. So that’s where we’re headed.”

Azura’s eyes weren’t as good as her teacher’s, so she couldn’t make out the buildings that were constructed along its boughs. But she didn’t need to know there were people living there to understand it was the heart of this magical place. And if she could figure that out, so could everyone else. Heading to it as fast as possible was the right decision.

“Let’s get going.”

There wasn’t any time to enjoy the scenery. Everyone else had to have seen the tree – it was impossible to miss – and had to be headed that way. The longer they stood there, the further behind they fell.

Cloudhawk wrapped his hand around the phase stone. Reality undulated around him and his charge, and then, they were suddenly gone. They blinked back into existence a dozen or so kilometers closer to the tree. Without any threat to distract him, around twelve kilometers was the current limit to what Cloudhawk could muster.

He rested for a little while and then teleported them further.

For Azura, it was a series of stutters, each one bringing them closer to the enormous tree. At first, it was a distant image, like she was staring at a mountain on the horizon. A few minutes later, though, and her vision was filled with its thick black bark. They were now too close for her to see the whole thing at once.

By the time they reached the tree, Cloudhawk was spent. The size of the thing was absolutely breathtaking, and its canopy covered the ground for miles in shadow. Because the sun was shut away, there were no large trees here to compete for space. Instead, a long grassy expanse was all there was between them and the base of the heart tree.

Never had Azura experienced so much green in all her short years. The grass alone was stunning to her. Eye-opening was an understatement. She was still recovering when Oddball jumped off of Cloudhawk’s shoulder and began circling them excitedly. “What’s wrong with your bird?”

He reached out with his mind to connect with Oddball, gathering what he could through their shared link. Cloudhawk then looked towards the towering crest of the tree. His keen eyes caught sight of numerous heavy black fruits.

Azura followed the line of his gaze and suddenly understood. “He likes to eat fruit? He’s so greedy!”

Never taking his eyes off the tree, Cloudhawk shook his head. “Those aren’t fruit.”

She looked at him strangely. “But… it’s growing off the tree. Isn’t that fruit?”

“I guess if you put it that way, you aren’t wrong. Maybe it’s better to call it a very special fruit.” Cloudhawk’s face was thoughtful. “That’s eboncrys, which is why Oddball is so excited.”

“What’s eboncrys?”

“Something that is very useful,” he explained. “It’s different from other minerals, not least of which because you don’t dig it up from the ground. It contains a thousand times more energy than its weight in fuel and is very stable. Wastelanders and Elysians both want it to power their weapons.”

She still didn’t really understand, but it was obvious from the way Cloudhawk talked about it that eboncrys was special. She looked over the tree that was completely covered by the black balls. Weapons, he said… if bad people got their hands on this, they could hurt a lot of people.

She muttered to herself ominously, “This isn’t a Godtree. It’s a death tree.”

Already, people were fighting, killing, and dying to get to this tree. Whoever took control of it would definitely be one of the world’s most powerful groups and only bring more death and suffering.

Any awe and admiration Azura had for this tree quickly fled. She didn’t think a tree like this should exist at all.

Cloudhawk looked down at his little disciple, at her solemn face, and smiled approvingly. He then looked back at the tree. Now, he understood why Autumn had brought so much eboncrys with her during her journey through the wastelands.

She could have carried kilos of it and it wouldn’t have made a dent in what the tree produced.

With a little refinement, just one of these black “fruits” could produce several handfuls of eboncrys. A quick glance told him that there had to be hundreds of thousands of them up there, ready to be plucked. The small ones were the size of a human head, and the big ones rivaled water tanks in size.

It was a thousand years of accumulation. This was the fabled treasure of Woodland Vale.

Cloudhawk called to Oddball, trying to calm it down. “Now’s not the time, buddy. Wait a little bit and I’ll make sure you can eat as much as you’d like.”

Oddball had never seen so much eboncrys, much less the “fruit” it came from. The unrefined bounty of the tree was even more suitable for him to nibble on and easier to digest. If he stayed here for a little while, Oddball was certain to grow quickly.

Something was happening in the tree. Cloudhawk was pondering a way to get up when, from the treeline behind him, the sound of an explosion erupted. Someone was fighting somewhere in that dense forest.

“Fuck, these guys are a pain in my ass...”

Cloudhawk scowled, weighing his options. He decided to go take a look.


16 / The Dragon


The sound had come from a small clash. By the time Cloudhawk arrived at the scene, it had already finished.

He crouched up in the boughs of the giant trees with the ghost-faced mask pressed against his face. Peering through the leaves, he peeked at the scene before him.

Scar marks and bullet holes could be seen in the bark. Smaller shrubs and undergrowth had been trampled by something big. Corpses littered the grassy floor, some dressed as Elysians and some as wastelanders. However, the wounds that had taken their lives were strange.

It wasn’t bullets, explosions, or Skycloud arrows that’d killed them. He ruled out relics as well based on the results he saw. The bodies were badly mangled by tooth and claw. Heads were cracked open like coconuts, and their contents were conspicuously missing.

By the look of things, they were killed by some sort of terrible monster. The fight hadn’t lasted long either. Whatever it was killed its prey quickly and then consumed their brains.

When he was sure the coast was clear, Cloudhawk dropped down to inspect the battlefield more closely. Picking through the bodies, he recognized them as elite soldiers from both Skycloud and the wastelands. One of them wore badly damaged red robes.

Cloudhawk carefully followed the tracks and signs. He determined that the creature had snuck up on the expeditionary force in battle with the wastelanders and attacked the Conclave priest first. The demon hunter was probably dead before he even knew what was happening. From there, the monster killed two more in quick succession. When the others saw what had happened, they tried to fall back, but the beast gave chase and killed three more. Following the trails of blood, Cloudhawk found the rest half-eaten and buried in the underbrush a few meters away, killed before they could run very far.

Whatever this thing was, it was strong. It was somewhere close. He turned around and motioned for silence. After leaving Azura in a safe place, Cloudhawk then had Oddball scout around. With the stench of gore in its nostrils, the little bird began its search.

Their target was big enough that its tracks were easily followed, especially due to the bird’s keen eye. It followed the signs to an ancient cemetery where a root system close to the surface had knotted together into a burrow. Inside was a strange, twisted thing.

Its entire body was green and covered in scales. They were beautiful in their own way like interlocking green gems. A long, serpentine body crouched on powerful legs, streamlined and supple. Its head was crowned with a pair of short horns, and wings that were large enough to give it the power of flight sprouted from the middle of its back.

Cloudhawk murmured to himself, “What is a beast like this doing in Woodland Vale...?”

It didn’t look mutated. The wastelands had big creatures of its own, but those were changed after a thousand years of alteration in a harsh environment. Whatever cataclysm had ended the world, it had also compressed tens of thousands of years of evolution into a much shorter period.

There was a rule for the development of all living things – haste makes waste. Animals were no exception. Mutated creatures emerged with extra organs or physical structures, but the forced evolution produced flaws as well: strange redundancies, unhelpful additions, and other negative changes. One could identify a mutated thing at a glance because it didn’t have the harmonious symmetry of a natural thing.

It was different here. Woodland Vale was isolated from the devastation that the rest of the world had suffered, and its creatures were not forced to rapidly adapt to a deadly atmosphere. What’s more, nothing about this creature looked out of sorts; the monster, in quiet repose within its lair, was obviously the product of continuous evolutionary perfection over time. It was almost intuitive, completely separate from the beings of the wastes.

Cloudhawk was reminded of the reason Autumn left her perfect home. She had told him the Vale was under attack by a ferocious beast, one which was murdering her peaceful and defenseless people. With so many dead already, she’d been forced to seek answers out in the poisoned world beyond the stone door.

He’d seen what it had done to a group of hardened warriors. There was no doubt the monster was strong. He now had more than enough reason to believe Autumn’s story. This creature, with its powerful body and six-meter wingspan, had to be the monster she meant.

But, it was strange. The Vale was closed off from the outside. How had a threat like this appeared only now?

The winged lizard sensed something. A pair of burning viridian eyes opened and immediately fixed on the little yellow bird flapping around its home. A thorny tongue, as sharp as a rapier, shot from its maw to try and skewer the creature that had disturbed its slumber.

Oddball was taken by surprise. It hastily avoided the monster’s tongue and fled back to Cloudhawk.

The brief interaction only proved that the monster was quick to anger. A sound somewhere between a hiss and a growl rattled from its throat like that of a hungry predator as it leaped from its burrow. Powerful wings beat once, twice, and lifted it into the air with a speed to match Oddball’s.

“Blue, stay here. Stay as still as possible.”

Cloudhawk turned in the direction of the encroaching creature. He pulled Basilisk off his back, drew back its string, and released an arrow of energy through the forest.

Where it passed, leaves and branches withered and crumbled. They made gentle thuds as they hit the ground, completely petrified. The gray arrow brushed past Oddball towards the angry beast that was quickly gaining from behind.

However, the creature was perceptive and alert. It sensed the danger approaching.

Instinct forced its wings to beat harder, which lifted the monster high, but the arrow still glanced off its back. The scales stopped the arrow from finding purchase, but their emerald hue turned into a rotten grayish-white.

Thud!

The beast hit the ground, writhing in pain. Its back was already turning to stone.

Oddball returned safely to perch on its master’s shoulder while Cloudhawk watched the beast suffer from a safe distance. It was a monster of explosive power, good at stealth, and was conveniently protected by a body encased in scales. No wonder it was so easily suppressing the human population here. It was no surprise how it had killed so many.

But, Basilisk was deadly to any living thing. No flesh or organ could survive petrification.

Cloudhawk’s victory over the creature was more confusing to him than joyful. It was easily within the ability of Gabby or the others to put the thing down. Hell, Cloudhawk couldn’t take the old drunkard in a fight, so why hadn’t he handled this thing?

Azura cried out, “Careful, it isn’t dead!”

He hesitated, feeling the danger press in on him just as she gave her warning.

A flash of green, quick as a specter. It was too quick for Cloudhawk to defend himself and it gave him no chance to do so. As the monster swooped towards him, it lashed out first with its spear-like tongue at his head.

It was mighty enough to puncture an iron plate, much less the comparatively brittle skull of a man.

Cloudhawk didn’t have time to dodge. Turning towards the tongue, his eyes went wide as the vision of his brainless corpse littering the jungle floor filled his mind. The creature struck as fast as lightning. Sparks flew and a ringing sound filled his ears.

Cloudhawk stumbled backwards as stars filled his eyes but was otherwise unharmed. Never in his wildest dreams did he think the ghost mask would one day save his life in a manner like this.

His immediate reaction was to engage the phase stone and get away from the danger. When the monster reached its prey, dagger-like talons ripped through empty space, and the spry human had already thrown itself off to its left. It answered with a furious screech, and when its long neck craned around, the two made eye contact.

Green eyes met a pair of scarlet flames. Moments later, the fires had infected the creature’s vision. Crushing pressure ensued, tearing claws through the beast’s mind. It wailed from the sudden pain and grew sluggish.

Cloudhawk lunged backwards while drawing his bow. Basilisk continuously drew in energy.

Thrum! The arrow conveyed its curse to the beast’s foreleg, shoulder and lower jaw.

A blow like that was a death sentence to any mutant creature, but it seemed to have little effect on the flying serpent. It continued to howl in protest and swing around for another pass.

Catching a glimpse of its back, Cloudhawk saw that the scales on its back had returned to their normal vibrant green. His attacks hurt, but they weren’t having the intended effect.

It was somehow immune to the petrification curse of his bow. No matter how many times he shot it, the stone scales regained their luster. Without the benefit of its power, Basilisk was like any other normal bow.

How could this creature resist the power of an artifact? Cloudhawk was stunned. He’d never seen anything like it.

The beast shook its head, clearing the invading flames from its mind. Regaining focus, it roared angrily at the irritating creature giving it so much trouble. Cloudhawk’s ability to claw into its mind would no longer work.

Cloudhawk’s mind raced as he planned where to fire his next shot.

Before he could make his move, however, a large shadow like that of a giant bird swept over him. He only caught a glimpse of a lithe foot crashing down that smashed the beast out of the air and into the ground. Its scales were unbroken, but the force had shattered its bones. The monster would not be rising again. With that, the newcomer approached and jabbed his metal staff against its head.

Its tough skull did not crack. However, the brains inside were immediately liquefied and spewed from its eye sockets as those green orbs went dim and popped from their cavities. Two attacks from this man were all it’d taken to slay this indomitable creature.

“This is the only way to kill a dragon.”

The man who’d descended from on high to slay the dragon was a crippled old man. He was dressed in decrepit clothing that was more hole than garment, and his thin white hair sprouted like weeds from his head. One of his legs was atrophied, and when he grinned, he revealed a maw of crooked yellow teeth. He looked like anything but a mighty warrior.

Cloudhawk looked at him in surprise. “Boozer? You aren’t dead!”

The old drunk rolled his eyes and scowled. “You little prick, can you open your mouth without wishing death on someone?”

“Excellency! Excellency!”

Three more figures appeared from among the trees.

One was a lithe demon hunter with short brown hair followed by a handsome blonde-haired youth with valiant features. The last was a beautiful young woman in an embroidered green dress whose ears drew up to a point.

Everyone was here. Cloudhawk breathed a sigh of relief.

The drunk caught sight of Azura while uncouthly excavating some earwax with a dirty finger. Curiosity in his voice, he spoke up. “Who’s the little one? Your bastard daughter?”

“Horseshit. She’s my disciple.”

“Makes sense, nothing you make could ever be this cute.” He casually threw his barbs at Cloudhawk while looking the girl over. “Bold to have a disciple when you don’t amount to much. Shameful, really.”

Cloudhawk wasn’t in the mood to trade insults with the crotchety asshole. He wanted to know what the fuck was going on.

Barb vomited her explanation all at once, doing just a passable job at describing their situation. Cloudhawk was having trouble following. This might have been avoided since Barb had left one of her relic needles with him when they parted. He could have used it to immediately know everything that was going on. However, they had not counted on the Vale’s otherworldly powers being so strong.

Upon entering the Vale, all of their relics were prevented from resonating with the outside world. Any attempts Barb made to try to contact him through the needle failed. It was only after Cloudhawk had come into the Vale as well that Barb was able to pinpoint his location. She was the one who led the others here to find him.

As for what was going on here? Well, it was… complicated.


17 / The Elder's Conspiracy


Everything could be explained in a single word: conspiracy!

Woodland Vale was separated from the world and adhered to the laws of their faith, loyal to the Shepherd. For a thousand years, they controlled their birth rates and protected the ecology of their paradise, and as such, the gifts of their god were everlasting. They never wanted for food or comforts and suffered no disasters. As a result, their people never had the need to learn the art of combat for they’d never had to defend themselves. It made them weak and vulnerable. Since everything they could want was readily available, the ugly side of humanity was locked away. The Valites were a kind and good people.

And then, several years ago, everything changed.

It began when the patriarch and matriarch of their tribe died. Soon after, Brier ran away, taking his people’s treasured artifact with him.

The death of their tribal leaders was unusual, but such was the nature of the tribe’s people that they didn’t see it as anything other than an unfortunate tragedy. Brier’s treachery, while deplorable, was also not the first time. There had been other instances in the tribe’s history when someone had grown bored of living under the Shepherd’s yoke and committed heinous sins. Several of them found their own ways to escape to the outside world.

Brier was an elder, so it was not unusual that he would have the power to do what he did. It wasn’t like defectors were unheard of either. What made his sin especially egregious was the item he took with him when he left.

Since its disappearance, Woodland Vale had begun to experience odd phenomena. The most frightening were the appearances of creatures like this, deadly predators in a hitherto peaceful land. People of the Vale had come to call them dragons.

They believed these monsters were a punishment sent by their patron god for the loss of this artifact. Dragons feasted on the eboncrys fruit and had a taste for human brains and marrow. Their overwhelming strength and impenetrable scales were too much for the primitive weapons of the Valites. Since their arrival, the dragons had come to their homes every couple of days to feed.

Valites were not fighters. They couldn’t protect their village.

They paid their price in death. Dragons continued their lethal hunt unimpeded, supping on brains to their heart’s content. Faced with the imminent destruction of her tribe, Autumn took the hopes of the Valites upon her frail shoulders. She was sent out into the unforgiving world with a handful of brave but ineffective protectors.

However, that was only part of the story. Reality was a fair bit more complicated.

It was all laden with intrigue. Only now had it begun to rise to the surface, and the origin of this wickedness was the tribal elder himself.

It had come as a terrible shock to Autumn when she learned that the noble elder she’d known all her life was hiding such a covetous heart. She never would have believed the man she’d respected so deeply would commit such awful deeds.

He’d murdered her parents.

Autumn would have been next.

When she was born, the tribe learned of her ability to command the flute and placed great importance upon the girl. However, the elder envisioned a different future for his people. He knew the value eboncrys held in the outside world and wanted to use it to make his people rich and strong. He wouldn’t allow the old guard to hold the progress of their tribe hostage any longer.

And then, Brier stole the artifact when he fled from the Vale. He did it solely to protect Autumn, for without the flute, she was no longer a danger to the elder. He would no longer feel the need to deal with her, at least not right away. She would even come to be of use in the future.

It was around that time that the dragons appeared. The elder did not know why, only that their arrival had thrown his tribe into chaos and wracked them with fear.

His goal was simple: open Woodland Vale to the world!

The Vale’s hiding place was not perfect. From time to time, loopholes appeared, small pockets that allowed those who sought to flee the Vale a chance to do so. Yet, exploiting them required one to be at the right place at the right time. Brier and those before him knew how to do it.

But these gaps in protection could not be controlled. The only way for the elder to completely open Woodland Vale to the outside was by opening the stone passage. However, such an act was contrary to the will of the Shepherd god. Prophecies foretold that once the door was opened, an age of chaos would be invited into their realm.

No one but the elders had the right to open the doors. Even if they wanted to, they could only do it with the approval of the whole tribe. For all the head elder’s noble bearing and persuasive words, he couldn’t convince the tribe to go along with his plan.

The threat of extinction from the dragons was just what he needed to galvanize the people behind him. With no way to protect themselves, they would have to turn to the outside world.

It was here that Autumn’s good luck came to her aid.

Under the guise of sending her out to recover the flute, the elder actually planned to have her assassinated. Once the gate was opened, Autumn would be of no more use, and since killing her in the Vale would be too suspicious, he arranged for it to happen in the wastes.

But, fate conspired to save her life, and before the elder’s men could do the deed, a sandstorm scattered them through the wastes. When had they ever experienced natural phenomena like that? Many died, choking to death on the sands. The remainder was never seen again.

Autumn wandered aimlessly until she came upon Sandbar Station and stumbled into Cloudhawk’s shop. He knew the story from that point.

“Is this the dragon you were talking about?”

Cloudhawk kicked the beast’s empty skull.

“What do you think? If not this, then what?” Autumn chastised. “Yes, of course!”

Cloudhawk grinned, yet at the same time, felt there was something strange. “Nasty thing, but not unstoppable. This old wino handled it pretty easily, so why hasn’t the problem been solved yet?”

The old man uncorked a jug of alcohol and took a swig only to discover its contents had long run dry. He longingly took in the scent before replacing the cork with a bitter scowl. “Counting this one, I’ve put down eight of the beasts. Gabby there’s killed two. Barb took care of one herself. So eleven total.”

“Eleven?” Cloudhawk replied. “You’re telling me there are more of these things? How many?”

The old fighter shook his head. “Don’t know for sure. Conservative estimate… I’d say up to five hundred.”

Saying the words summoned a dark expression to Autumn’s face. The others sighed despondently.

Cloudhawk nearly vomited. “You’re exaggerating, right? If there were five hundred of the things, your whole tribe would be dead already. Shit, if there are five hundred of them, why bother finding outside help? Just pick up and move. This place belongs to them now. Maybe you can keep some of your people alive.”

Cloudhawk just learned how strong just one of these things were.

They were resistant to energy attacks from relics. Fire, ice, lightning, corrosion, even Basilisk’s stone curse – it would be hard to deal lasting damage with any attack like those. Brute force was the best way to deal with them.

Cloudhawk figured, as strong as he was now, he could probably deal with maybe three dragons at once. Any more than that and things would get very dangerous for him. The old man was saying there were maybe five hundred of them. How the hell were they supposed to deal with that?!

Autumn was immediately irritated by Cloudhawk’s panicked response. “At first, there was only one of these creatures that threatened the tribe. Once I returned with the flute, our elder showed his true colors. Thankfully, he underestimated Uncle, Gabriel, and Barb’s strength. We were able to escape unharmed. Since that time, the dragons have grown more bold and numerous. I believe five hundred is a low estimate.”

Cloudhawk openly gaped at her, unsure of how to respond.

The drunkard clicked his tongue and continued, “Anything less than half of Skycloud’s Templars would probably be wiped out if they tried to go after these things.”

Aw, shit!

Cloudhawk knew Woodland Vale was going to be a hard nut to crack, but this was ludicrous. He had half a mind to get the fuck out of here right away.

“Wait, these things are animals, right? If they’re animals, why don’t you just use the flute?”

“If it were that easy, we wouldn’t need to call you!” Autumn heaved a long sigh, frustration clear on her face. “I tried for a long time to control them with the flute but discovered that some unifying will is protecting them from me. So long as I’m blocked, the flute is useless.”

“You suspect it’s the elder controlling them?” he asked.

“Possibly.” Autumn wasn’t sure, but the mere thought of the elder caused her to frown and grind her teeth. “If it is him, then how is he doing it? And if it isn’t, then there must be some other power we don’t know about manipulating the dragons.”

“Well, at the very least, we can be sure this has something to do with the elder.” Cloudhawk was groping for a place to start looking. “Where is the old fart? Since it seems dealing with the dragons is more than we can manage right now, our best bet is to see to him.”

“A lot has changed recently,” Barb explained. “It’s all been too much for us to handle on our own. That’s why we called for you.”

Autumn nodded. She wouldn’t have agreed to ask this scoundrel for help if there was any other option.

For Cloudhawk, if he’d known the wicked girl’s intentions early on, he would have refused with every nasty curse he could muster. Why risk being overrun by giant brain-eating lizards when he could just walk the fuck away?

He got right to the point. “What changes?”

“Once the enchantment protecting Woodland Vale was overcome, the elder has started to enact his plan,” Autumn explained. “He has been quietly cultivating a relationship with outsiders. This foreign faction had recently been invited into the village with many strong fighters among them. We’ve had no opportunity to get close.”

Barb continued, “Your Excellency is very familiar with this faction. In fact, I’m sure you know their representative quite well.”

“Who is he?”

“Adder.” Gabriel was the one to answer his question.

The Conclave of Justice! Of course it would be them!

Adder was already in contact with the Vale’s elder?

Woodland Vale was a game-changer, a wildcard with enough power to dramatically change the landscape of the wastelands. Everyone wanted to claim it, and as things stood, it seemed impossible for any single power to succeed in doing so.

The elder was an ambitious man who was unwilling to spend the remainder of his years withering away in this small Vale. He was unlikely to submit to any outside rule, but circumstances being what they were, he would have to choose between Skycloud and the Conclave.

Obviously, the Conclave was his preferred option. Compared to the imperialist tendencies of Skycloud, the Conclave’s forces were a better fit.

Adder was a shrewd and dangerous man. If he was here smooth-talking the elder, then it meant bad times for Skycloud’s expeditionary force. Cloudhawk called to mind the scenes of devastation and disaster that had killed so many innocents back in Skycloud as well as the image of Hammont’s mother’s tombstone. A feeling he’d never had before burned in the depths of his heart.

“We will not let Adder get away with it this time. No matter what, I won’t allow it to happen.”

Cloudhawk made his solemn pledge.

For the time being, the Conclave was only a loose alliance, nothing more than a cooperative of Skycloud turncoats, rugged wastelanders, and freaks from the Northern Barrens. They couldn’t stand against General Skye’s full might. But if they had the Vale… that would definitely change things.


18 / Secret of the Mausoleum


Woodland Vale was surrounded on all sides by mountains. There were four entrances with one that was currently open. The remaining three were currently unusable.

The Vale was merely a valley forest that spread over a massive area with the Godtree in its center. In its branches and hollows was enough space to house the valley’s population – a tribe of one hundred thousand souls. Over the last thousand years, the tribe had kept stringent restrictions on reproduction so that the bounty of their land would never be spent.

“Hold on a minute, it’s not like I’m from here. I don’t need to know about all your customs.” Cloudhawk cut Autumn off in the middle of her presentation. He was only interested in things that concerned him. “All I need to know is how to kill your elder.”

“I’m telling you now if you would stop interrupting me!” She glared at him. This irritating ruffian hadn’t changed at all since she’d last seen him. “There is a forbidden area here – the heart of the Vale where only our tribal leaders may open and enter.”

“So the elder isn’t in the Godtree. What’s he doing in this forbidden area?”

“Of course it has something to do with us,” Barb interjected. “We have been under attack ever since we entered the Vale. The elder misjudged the strength of our drunken Excellency, so he’s seeking a way to have us killed. We’ve been hiding in the forest ever since, and he’s been unable to find us. Obviously worried, he fled to the heart of the Vale because we can’t get in.”

So that was what was going on. The elder was planning to open the Vale and lead his small tribe out into the big, bad world beyond.

But if the village leaders had the power to open the passages, then they certainly had the ability to close them as well. Should the passages be shut, then all of this wicked elder’s efforts would be wasted…

In order to prevent Autumn from doing this, he’d shut himself away in the heart of the Vale where everything was under his control. If he held that position, Autumn would have no opportunity to foil his plans. What’s more, this forbidden place was the safest and most secret part of the Vale; without question, that was where the elder was holding negotiations with Adder.

“Is there anything special about the forbidden area that I should know about?”

Autumn nodded. “Yes, it is the sacred resting place of our patron god, the Shepherdess. A legend among our people states that the mausoleum holds our land’s greatest secret. However, no one has ever been able to solve this riddle. For many long years, the elder has tried, and I suspect he will use the presence of his powerful foreign friends to his advantage.”

This took Cloudhawk by surprise. “Your god is buried here?”

He’d never met a god. He’d met a demon and, through it, learned how cunning and powerful they could be. However, gods and demons were still mostly an enigma to him.

Especially gods. He didn’t even know what they looked like, much less how they lived and died. About all he knew about them was that they were a race of tremendous creative power.

From Skycloud’s miraculous vistas to Woodland Vale’s vibrant tracts of green, it was clear to him that the gods possessed amazing originative abilities. Now, to learn that the lauded Shepherdess of Autumn’s people was actually buried here – how could Cloudhawk not be surprised and a little curious?

He had to ask, “Can you actually see the god’s corpse in the forbidden place?”

“What are you talking about?!” Autumn adopted a piously incredulous expression, thoroughly displeased with Cloudhawk’s question. There was also a hint of anger. “Our illustrious Shepherdess used up all her energy, and it is in the mausoleum that she took their final rest. The Shepherdess is our master, and we are her progeny. I will not tolerate such disrespect.”

Neither the old drunk nor Gabby chose to get involved in the confrontation. Barb was listening intently, however, and was just as stunned that a god could die. And supposedly, one was interred right here.

“Whatever.” Cloudhawk merely shrugged. “We need to get down to business anyway.”

There were many questions that remained, though. What was a god’s existence like? Why would one betray their own kind? What was Shepherd Goddess’s purpose in building this place? What was this “thousand-year secret” that supposedly was hidden in the heart of the Vale? What was so important to protect that a god would spend all of her life energy? Or was it to hide something?

Cloudhawk’s curiosity was burning, especially when it came to the particulars of this fallen god. If he got the opportunity, he’d very much like to open Shepherdess’s tomb and at least see what a god looked like.

Of course, he wouldn’t dare say such things out loud. With a zealot like Autumn within earshot, he feared for his safety.

Anyway, more pressing were the hundreds of dragons hiding among the trees and mausoleum. Getting close to either was going to subject them to attack. Autumn had a way to get them into the mausoleum but not into the Godtree.

Cloudhawk was secretly glad he hadn’t rushed over here at the beginning. Otherwise, he’d already be overrun by these damn dragon things. Already, the situation was pretty intractable; the elder and Adder were locked away in the forbidden area of the Vale. With Cloudhawk’s current strength, he would only be able to get himself and Autumn past the dragons to enter the mausoleum.

But he couldn’t handle Adder, not by himself.

They were pondering their next move when a sound wafted towards them from the forest. It sounded like someone trying to quietly approach.

Cloudhawk spun around with Basilisk raised, string drawn.

“Hold!”

With the voice, a figure emerged from the foliage. She was a blonde woman, on the tall side, with hundreds of metal shards wafting on the wind around her. Cloudhawk didn’t need to look closely to recognize the relic and its bearer, Claudia.

She was leading two young women. The first was petite and quite fetching with her curly hair. She followed in Claudia’s footsteps shyly. The other stood proudly as she stomped through the underbrush. She had a personality as fiery as her short red hair.

Gabriel welcomed Claudia with a smile. “It’s been a while.”

“It hasn’t been that long.” For better or worse, Claudia and these two men had a history. With their shared experience in Hell’s Valley, she was at least cordial. “I heard sounds of fighting. I guess it was you.”

Barb recognized Claudia as a fellow demon hunter and introduced herself. “I am Barb, a member of the League. His Excellency right here is-“

“AHEM, ehm….”

Cloudhawk loudly coughed, cutting her off. Barb got the hint. If the old drunk’s identity got out, it was only going to cause more drama. Since there was no reason to burden these two young women with the old man’s troubling story, it was better just to keep it quiet. The drunkard just smiled at them, unperturbed by the sudden and obvious silence.

Rei, upon seeing so many people together, felt her anxiety wash away. This whole place was uncomfortable for a girl who’d never before set foot outside of Skycloud. While she was lauded during her time in university, those tests were about theory and mental acuity. In a real fight, she was the weakest link so far.

Her sergeant, Claudia, was a tried and true demon hunter, but the enemies they’d faced so far were very strong. Hell’s Army and the other wastelanders who had attacked them put real fear in Rei, and only now that she was back with Cloudhawk did she start to feel safe again.

Cloudhawk was… a strange man. His name bore a dark smear back in Skycloud, and almost every mention of him was laden with curses and ill-wishes. “Cloudhawk” had come to be synonymous with scum.

Claudia had also looked at him disdainfully at the beginning. But after the fight on the Condor and in the canyon, everyone’s opinion of the Warden had changed. He took such care of the little girl, taking her everywhere with him. How could such a person be called “scum”?

Her senior demon hunter was surprisingly strong, quick, and experienced in a fight. Those were qualities you only learned after looking death in the face several times and coming out the other side. He had more ability in his little finger than people like her who were fresh out of university.

“Greetings, seniors. My name is Belinda.”

Belinda took the initiative, stepping forward and introducing herself to the others. Cloudhawk, Gabriel, even Barb, they were all senior members compared to her. She ignored the ordinary-looking old drunk and the pretty girl in the green dress.

Cloudhawk fixed her with an expression of ridicule. “I seem to remember pretty recently that you threatened to have me court-martialed. Now, all of a sudden, you come to your senses.”

Belinda’s cheeks reddened from the shame. Who was she to make such a threat? As the first in her class at university, Belinda was understandably cocky. But recent events had pretty quickly shown her how insignificant she was in the grand scheme of things. In a real fight, she wasn’t worth much.

Cloudhawk never made any attempt to explain his bad reputation or change their minds. To him, fame and respect didn’t matter. But how could someone who reputedly had no sense of honor become Warden of a military unit? How could such a person repeatedly sacrifice his own safety for his men and mission?

He was a contradiction. Belinda didn’t know how to deal with him.

“You showed up just in time. We need help.”

Cloudhawk quickly explained the situation to them, to which they were understandably shocked. None of them could have guessed there was an actual god buried somewhere in this place.

But, it was more than just that alone.

Elysians were pious people, the same as Valites. The only difference was that the people here followed a rebel god.

It was a staggering blow to what the Elysians knew of the world. To them, the word “god” was equivalent to “perfect”. Their bounty was given freely to the faithful, and they asked for nothing in return. Only, they were now confronted with the possibility that even the gods could be in conflict. If that were true, what did it mean for them? The possibilities confused and frightened them.

Claudia and her two squadmates weren’t strong enough support for what they needed to do. Cloudhawk needed to gather more people.

No sooner had the thought crossed his mind than Crain and Tigron Sutherland walked into their small clearing. They were dragging a body that was drenched in blood and gravely wounded. “Rei, we need help!”

Rei fumbled with a delicate crystal bracelet as she slipped it onto her wrist. The jewelry was capped with a hexahedron-shaped gemstone that sparkled with internal power. When that light fell upon the open wounds, they began to heal before everyone’s eyes.

Cloudhawk was taken aback by the power. “This…”

Claudia explained, “The Benediction Cuff. Rei has a rare life-energy talent, which gives her the ability to use curative relics like this. As you can tell, she’s very effective.”
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Cloudhawk was stunned by how effective Rei’s healing abilities were. In a matter of minutes, he watched life-threatening wounds stitch themselves back together.

The healing power of relics was far superior to any medicine. If Cloudhawk could get his hands on something like that, he would never have to fear another fight. It wouldn’t matter how badly mangled he got. So long as he had any mental energy left, he’d be back in fighting condition in short order.

“That’s a rare ability you got there, lady. You’re definitely going to get a lot of attention for it, especially with the world caked in shit like it is. You should stick with me.”

Rei blushed, very flattered by his somewhat crude compliment.

She wasn’t sure whether or not Cloudhawk was joking. She had just graduated, and he was the commander of a special unit. The Talons were a major part of the Court of Shadows. It was unthinkable that a girl like her with no practical fighting experience could join them so quickly.

Anyway, for the time being, she was a member of Sergeant Claudia’s squad.

“I’ll put it to you this way.” Cloudhawk brazenly pursued the issue. “Back during training, I was your squad leader’s squad leader. Following her won’t get you as far as the Talons could. You’ll go on missions with me from now on.”

Belinda was practically green with envy.

Being conscripted into the Talons, besides just being a fine appointment, would bring tremendous honor to Rei’s family. She came from a middle-of-the-road clan, so Cloudhawk’s offer was an incredible opportunity.

It would be a lie to say Rei wasn’t greatly moved by his eagerness.

War had come. Skycloud’s expeditionary force had been established and would perform its duties for the foreseeable future. As Skycloud’s army swept across the wastelands, the Talons would be the tip of its spear. She would have many chances to gather accolades and praise.

Rei did not covet wealth and fame, but her family had struggled mightily to get her to where she was. What better way to repay their efforts than to bring them honor through her deeds?

Belinda couldn’t bite her tongue any longer. “Rei, what a great offer! Why are you hesitating?”

Claudia shot Belinda a silencing gaze before planting herself in front of Rei. She faced Cloudhawk, her stance saying she would not tolerate his actions. “You go too far!”

What was she all up in arms about? Cloudhawk didn’t get it.

Claudia then turned back to Rei. “You aren’t joining the Talons.”

Belinda thought it was mad. Why would the sergeant stand in the way of such a great opportunity for her squadmate?

Rei was also confused. Claudia was usually level-headed and fair. Why was she so upset? What was the difference if she chose to serve in the Talons? She was still going to perform this mission with her demon hunter squad. However, Rei was a clever girl by nature, so she obeyed.

Resentfully, Cloudhawk didn’t press the matter any further. Fucking Claudia, a snake couldn’t change its scales.

Her thorny personality was so quick to anger. Cloudhawk was half-convinced that she would start throwing fists. Had she already forgotten how many times he’d saved her sorry ass in the Valley? All he wanted was a healer, and this was how she reacted. She was a damn pain in his ass.

Since there was nothing he could do, Cloudhawk changed the subject. “How’s this one doing?”

Rei sighed, hesitating after the strange interaction between him and Claudia, but answered when he pressed her. “The wounds were bad but not caused by a relic. These sorts of injuries are easy to heal. A full recovery is expected.”

There was a familiar thrum coming from the wounded soldier, the resonance of a relic he was acquainted with. This person was an Elysian demon hunter, one he knew.

“Hey… isn’t this one of Frost’s demon hunters?”

Crain and Tigron, the ones who found him, only knew that the guy was savage and ugly. His face was more scar tissue than flesh like a shattered doll that’d been haphazardly pasted back together. There wasn’t a single inch of him that wasn’t disfigured in some way. Just looking at him was discomforting.

And those were old wounds. The young men shuddered to imagine what kind of injuries would make him look like this.

Elysians had techniques to remove scar tissue, so this man chose to keep these marks. It was a glimpse into the man’s fierce and determined heart. He obviously didn’t care what other people thought, and the dull pain of every scar was a reminder of a lesson he’d learned. He drew strength from the pain – a constant reminder as he sought his vengeance.

If he was willing to be so unforgiving with himself, one could only imagine what he was like to his enemies.

When Butcher came to, all he saw was a group of shadows clustered around him. Like a wild animal, he grabbed his hammer and scrambled to his feet, ready to attack.

Rei stumbled away and out of reach of his weapon.

About then, Butcher realized his wounds were healed and his bones had knit back together. Wild eyes focused on Rei and the glimmering bracelet on her wrist, and then, he understood what had happened.

“Thank you!”

His voice was hoarse and forceful like a beast trying to choke out the words.

Rei had never encountered this savage demon hunter before, but Cloudhawk called at him with a wry voice, “My old friend!”

Cloudhawk, Claudia, and Gabriel all knew Butcher quite well. As for Butcher, he would never forget Gabriel’s pale face – and the scars he left him with. Every time he felt the old ache, he was reminded of his betrayal in the forest. When he saw the handsome, coquettish face before him once again, Butcher’s eyes darkened with murderous intent.

“Do it, if you want a reminder of what it’s like to be one of Naberius’s masterpieces.” Gabriel could feel the large man’s anger as it poured off of him. “I know I wouldn’t be so eager if I were you.”

Butcher answered with a malicious chuckle. Everyone had grown strong, but only Butcher had learned how to turn pain into power. He didn’t think he was any less deadly in a fight than the rest of his former Valley compatriots. He never liked these bastards, so he was always itching for a chance to make them suffer.

“Don’t worry, I’ll eventually smash your skull and show you the price of betrayal. But not today,” Butcher growled through cracked lips, glaring at Gabriel through bloodshot eyes on the brink of madness. He gave them all the impression of a fierce and loyal mongrel. “I’m a demon hunter. I won’t endanger a mission for personal revenge.”

Barb, Belinda, and Autumn were at a loss. What reason did this hideous man have to wish harm on Gabriel?

This level of self-control was impressive since it was obvious how much he wanted to smash Gabriel to pieces. Whatever they may think of him, Butcher was a competent demon hunter. He wasn’t going to allow anything to get in the way of his duties.

Even if he dreamed about ripping Cloudhawk’s corpse to pieces. Even if he desperately wished to hack Gabriel into an unrecognizable mess.

His many hostilities and resentments were pushed aside if they would impede on what he was ordered to accomplish in the least. A demon hunter’s mission and duty were always more important than a single man’s personal grievances. Butcher was the perfect dog to his masters.

Cloudhawk didn’t give a shit. He wasn’t itching for a fight with the big guy.

He was probably about as tough an opponent as Drake, so he was definitely no threat to Gabby much less Cloudhawk.

“You haven’t said how you ended up like that.”

“I got separated from my brothers after crossing the door. I was wandering through the forest when I started seeing signals left by Conclave forces. They all pointed in one direction, towards a gathering place.”

Autumn interrupted, “Who? A conclave?”

Barb and Gabriel had been stuck in the forest this whole time, so they were just as confused as she was.

Cloudhawk took a moment to explain the basics. “After you left, a whole lot has changed. The Conclave of Judgment is a wastelands alliance created by the Crimson One. Things between the wastelands and Skycloud are very tense right now with daggers at one another’s throats. We’re on the brink of all-out war. Adder – whose real identity is Zephyr, the Crimson One’s son – is part of the Conclave as well. He’s here on the Crimson One’s behalf, and Wyrmsole had to be here to protect him.”

Barb looked at him in disbelief. Adder was Zephyr Cloude?! Insanity!

“The elder must have only invited Adder into the Vale. The others were left outside to guard the entrance. After everyone showed up and the fight started, Wyrmsole failed to keep the gate shut. He had no option but to follow everyone else in. They’re a nasty group with many strong demon hunters among them. A bunch of strong wastelanders have also joined the Conclave to bolster its numbers. And they have an army that broke off from Skycloud and joined the enemy.”

Autumn was struck dumb by the gravity of the changes. “So if they’re in the Vale and have joined Adder… what are we supposed to do?!”

This was like inviting the devil over for dinner. When the elder invited Adder into the Vale, he definitely didn’t expect half the wastelands’ strongest would come knocking as well. Then, Squall and the Elysians came right on their heels. How was he supposed to handle all of this at once? It was definitely more than he could chew, Cloudhawk suspected.

However despicable the elder was, Autumn was convinced that he was doing what he thought was best for the Vale. But his poor choices had thrown them into chaos, causing them to get caught in the center of a deadly struggle. Now, it was too late for regrets.

Cloudhawk underlined their dire situation even further. “This is only the beginning. I’m sure Skycloud’s main forces will show up eventually, and if General Skye finds out what’s going on, you can bet he’ll show up personally.”

“Hahaha!” The old drunk suddenly broke into hysterical laughter. “Skye’s a damned man-shaped animal. It would be a hell of a thing to see him rampage through this place.”

Things had changed dramatically for Woodland Vale. All of a sudden, the situation had gotten very complicated.

General Skye was still far away, and it wasn’t even certain he would come himself. What Cloudhawk was worried about was that the Crimson One would get here first. He also had no idea what the Dark Atom was up to lately. If the Caliph of the Sands also showed up here, the clash would be… cataclysmic.

Cloudhawk turned to Butcher. “Continue what you were saying.”

He obliged. “The wastelanders were also split up when they crossed the door, so they’ve been slowly gathering back together. Seeing it as it was as good a chance as any, I went looking for them and kept an eye out for the expeditionary forces. Best case scenario was I brought our people to them before they had a chance to regroup.”

So that was the deal. What happened next, he didn’t need to explain.

When Butcher got close to the wastelander camp, he encountered a group of them and got into a scrap. Wounded, he managed to escape. He was lucky enough to pass out nearby without a passing dragon eating his brains.

Shit, the dragons were bad enough. Now, with everyone converging on Woodland Vale, it was like throwing gas on a fire.

Their situation was a clusterfuck, and Cloudhawk didn’t have enough help to deal with it. Adder wasn’t a run-of-the-mill wastelander, and the elder was dangerous. What was he supposed to do?

Barb offered her thoughts, “We can kill them if we catch them unprepared!”

“Kill them my ass,” the drunk said, rolling his eyes. “Do you have any idea how dangerous Wyrmsole is? The Giants of Hell’s Army aren’t pushovers either. Especially with their numbers. If we try to take them on with this small group, we’re as good as dead.”

Autumn made a proposition, “Cloudhawk, you brought people, didn’t you? Fire a signal arrow and have your people meet us here.”

“That won’t work.” Claudia was the one who answered. “We got thrown around when we passed through the doorway. Our people are probably scattered all over. We can’t regroup on such short notice. Besides, without the advantage, we’re just advertising our location to the enemy. It’d be like painting a target on our backs.”

She had a point. What if their signal just invited more danger?

Autumn couldn’t think of a way out of this mess. She felt like a cat on hot bricks, having nowhere to stand but having to keep moving. Sweat trickled down her brow. Her tribe was under the elder’s thumb, and they were already threatened by the dragons. Now, there were outsiders threatening their lives – what was she supposed to do?

“Teacher? Look at the sky.”

While the adults had been arguing, Azura’s piercing blue eyes had risen to peer through the canopy, and stark against the fading light of dusk, she could see a dozen or more dark figures crossing the sky.

The old man’s brows furrowed. “Dragons. They must have felt it when we killed one. They’ll be heading this way to hunt us down.”

“Well, then we need to get the fuck outta here,” Cloudhawk wisely posited. “But, it’s dumb to run around like headless chickens. For the sake of safety, we shouldn’t act now, so let’s find somewhere where we won’t have our brains eaten and hunker down for the night. Let’s fill our bellies, get some sleep, and then come up with a plan tomorrow.”

Now was the time for them to accumulate strength and wait for the right moment.

Cloudhawk had been getting his ass whooped the whole way here before he opened the passage to Woodland Vale on his own. He was tired, drained, and so were the others. As the curtain of night descended on Woodland Vale, sleep was the best option. It was too difficult to carry out any other plan for the time being.

So, it was what it was. The group began to wander through the forest looking for a place to hide out.

However, it wasn’t long after they began their search that Oddball came across another dragon. It was slinking through the forest with faint light glinting off its scaled body.

Cloudhawk let the others know. “There’s one over there, waiting to ambush!”

Claudia felt it at the same time through her Seeker’s Torque. When they got close to the beast’s voracious hunger, it was easy for Claudia’s relic to pick it out of hiding.
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Dragons were cunning, intelligent creatures. They excelled at lying in wait for their prey.

By the time their victims realized they were in danger, the dragons were already on the move. Quick as lightning, they charged from their burrows with wings sharper than Elysian swords, shredding undergrowth in their wake.

Cloudhawk was actually relieved. His fear was that a whole group of the things would get the drop on them. This dragon seemed to be hunting alone and was not under whatever control bound the others in service.

Cloudhawk and the drunk exchanged glances. The old man was more suited to deal with these creatures than he was since its scales were resistant to the power of relics. In fact, most of what made a demon hunter dangerous couldn’t be utilized in dragon fights. Martial artists were the ones with an advantage here.

The old man moved sluggishly as though reluctant to do the deed.

Just then, two lithe figures charged out from the trees.

Barb exploded into motion, racing forward seven measured steps. Each one kicked up clouds of dust behind her while at the same time, power surged from within to incredible levels. She swung her exorcist rod at the dragon as it launched its attack, her swipe knocking it to the ground.

Butcher’s ugly face dropped in amazement. Judging by how her exorcist rod reacted, the girl’s mental energies were middling at best – perhaps slightly better than a novice demon hunter’s. However, her martial skills were impressive and were much better than most.

Demon hunters had their own training to strengthen their bodies, but it was different from that of a martial artist. Whereas fighting honed their body into the perfect weapon, demon hunters focused more on the psychic and spiritual aspects.

Barb was the exception. She had more talent as a martial artist than a demon hunter.

Claudia was also a capable close-combat fighter, so between these two women, they prevented the dragon from threatening the rest of the party.

Cloudhawk was surprised by Barb’s display. “She’s a lot stronger than she was a month ago! How did she manage that?”

“The move is called Demonbreaker March1. Seven steps are taken in the process of attack with the user’s power growing after each one. The boost is layered one upon the other to greatly increase one’s capabilities in a fight. Demonbreaker’s March is a high-tier martial ability.” The old drunk smacked his lips as though mulling over an aftertaste. “Back in the day, Baldur tempted me with a bottle of his family’s finest wine. I was compelled to teach him this forbidden knowledge with the understanding that he wouldn’t let it slip. The old bastard seemed to have lied to me though. He taught the Temple’s lost knowledge to a little girl.”

The tale he let slip caused Butcher to freeze in place. Baldur? That Baldur, the Master Demon Hunter? Did this old man expect them to believe such a legend would come to him for knowledge? What a farce!

Belinda, Rei, Tigron, and Crain all watched the fight with rapt attention. They didn’t catch the exchange.

But Cloudhawk knew this wasn’t the old man bragging. “Strange. If it’s such a good move, why haven’t I seen her use it before now?”

“You don’t know shit. Do you think someone can just ‘pick up’ an ancient Temple skill?” The lush watched Barb as he explained. “Such a shame that she became a demon hunter. If I’d have been the one to find her, she would have made a fine disciple.”

Cloudhawk refused to believe Barb’s talent would be more promising than Selene’s.

Selene was a uniquely gifted woman with the skills to surpass any teacher. In many ways, she was superior to her father, the Master Demon Hunter. Likely, this was the reason she was beginning to close the gap between herself and Arcturus on the path of the demon hunter while also spending a great deal of effort learning martial skills.

The Skycloud War Saint sure had an epic ring to it – but in the end, hadn’t he been crippled by Arcturus?

After being knocked out of the air by Barb, the dragon knew it’d bitten off more than it could chew. It began to look around for a means of escape. Barb was also frustrated by how sturdy the dragon’s defenses were. She had really laid into it, and it still was able to run?

The dragon’s serpentine neck swung to and fro, looking for the best way out. Barb prepared a follow-up attack.

“Hold. Let me.”

Claudia raced past her, and as she did, she threw something out in front. It looked like a bracelet, which gradually rose through the air after leaving her wrist. As the others watched, its width extended and slipped around the beast’s neck before lodging there.

It was too late for the dragon to flee now.

Claudia raised her hands and let her mental energies flow. Her bracelet-turned-necklace began to shimmer and shrink. It tightened around the dragon’s neck until it was almost choking off its air. As Claudia continued to channel through it, the ring pulsed with an energy that wracked the dragon’s body with pain. It screeched and rolled on the ground in agony.

This continued for roughly ten seconds. Eventually, the beast’s flailing grew still.

Belinda and the others were beside themselves with excitement at the sergeant’s display. They clapped and praised her for her mastery. Even the old drunkard gave her a surprised look. “What is this?”

Belinda eagerly answered, “It’s our sergeant’s newest relic, Thrall-collar! It has the power to control any animal, even weaker-willed humans.”

Barb looked at Claudia enviously. It was clearly a mental-based relic, a talent both women shared. But because relics of this sort were rare, they were expensive and hard to come upon.

Barb was lucky when she was given the Heart-Scry Thorn. Sadly, it had no use in a fight. She was born to a poor family without means or prestige, so it was difficult for her to acquire any relics that suited her.

The Lunaes, on the other hand, didn’t have relics to pass down either since Claudia was the first of her family to show talent as a demon hunter. But, that didn’t matter, not when you came from the richest family in all of Skycloud.

If there was anything Garuda Lunae did have, it was money to buy what he wanted.

First, he’d bought his precious daughter her Seeker’s Torque to keep her safe. Thrall-collar was the next gift, which he spared no expense to obtain. Besides these two, she also had Tempest Flower to help her in combat. Were it not for the fact that trading in relics was strictly regulated, Garuda would have armed his dear child to the teeth.

Everyone gathered around the docile dragon. Autumn was especially stunned. Shepherd’s flute couldn’t stop the beasts from rampaging, so how was this ring of metal keeping its hostile urges at bay? It was a blow to her confidence.

In reality, the two methods had their own advantages and disadvantages.

Shepherd’s flute was wide-ranging and indiscriminate while Thrall-collar’s control was directly and powerfully imposed. The former could manage countless beasts as long as they were in range although sufficiently powerful forces could override it. The latter could only exert its force upon one target, but its power was stable and difficult to break.

On the whole, Autumn’s artifact was a hundred times better than Claudia’s. The two weren’t even in the same realm. Woodland Vale’s young princess would be able to perform incredible feats once she improved her own mental capabilities.

Azura stared wide-eyed and curiously at this monster with a taste for human brains. It rose to its feet and, with a steady gait, began to walk her way. The small girl yelped in fear and scurried behind Cloudhawk’s legs.

Its emotions were stable, its thoughts clear. Claudia’s impressive relic had it fully under control.

Cloudhawk gave it a closer look as a plan began to form in his mind. “Is there a sensory connection among the dragons?”

“From what we’ve been able to learn, the dragons are under the control of a single master consciousness. Habitually, they are independent, but they have some special way to communicate with one another. That’s why when we kill one, others nearby can tell and come to investigate.”

Cloudhawk continued to stare at the dragon and speculate.

Barb grew ever more curious the longer he stared. “Excellency, what are you planning?”

He answered her question with one of his own, “Your Heart-Scry Thorn can transcribe information, right?”

Barb paused for a moment before nodding. “There’s the main thorn and the secondary thorns. The main thorn reads thoughts, and the secondary ones can pass them on. So yes, it can share information.”

Cloudhawk’s eyes lit up. “Then, we may be able to use this creature. Tell it to send a signal to other dragons that it needs help.”

The other immediately caught onto his plan.

Autumn’s jaw dropped. This idiot was crazy! Was he going to manipulate the dragons into attacking the wastelanders?

That was exactly what he intended. “What? IS it possible or not?”

Barb felt everyone’s eyes fall on her. She felt all that pressure land squarely on her shoulders. Right now, one of the biggest obstacles they faced in Woodland Vale was these vicious creatures. If they could turn the beasts to their advantage before their master learned about it, it could be a great help to their cause!

“I…. don’t think it will be too much of a problem.”

“Good. Very good. Let’s take it slow. First, find a place to rest for a while.”

More dragons would be coming soon. Staying here any longer was asking for trouble. They had to find somewhere safe.

Cloudhawk found a low-lying spot that hid them from view. By now, darkness had taken the sky. He had Oddball keep watch while the party huddled together for a night’s rest.

Barb and Claudia, both mental-focused demon hunters, spent some time experimenting with the dragon and passing information. Barb placed the main thorn in the beast’s skull and, through it, could feel the dragon’s emotions. Of course, it was not human, so Barb found it difficult to decipher what was going through its mind.

It didn’t matter. Claudia’s Thrall-collar would manage its mood and actions. Heart-Scry Thorn’s job was to introduce what they wanted it to think. Both relics worked well together and successfully filtered fake messages through the beast’s brain.

Barb excitedly spoke to the others, “We’ve got it.”

Claudia wasn’t convinced their ploy would work, but she didn’t share her concerns. Instead, she spoke in calm and tepid tones. “We can’t be sure yet. First, we have to test it.”

With that said, Claudia told the dragon to leave their small camp.

The dragon beat its large wings and rose into the air. A few minutes after relaying its call for help, more dragons were discovered in the forest nearby. Over a dozen powerful scaled bodies burst from the trees and fell in behind their thrall.

It worked. There was no doubt about it!

Cloudhawk’s wild theories had been proven practical, and the implications promised to drastically change their situation. Now, they had to do something useful with their brood of dragons before whatever mind-controlled them discovered something amiss.
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Within three kilometers, the power of the Thrall-collar was stable. Powerful as it was against a single target, the collar still had its limitations. If the dragon flew beyond this distance, Claudia would lose control.

The campfire burned among them. Cloudhawk and his allies meditated to recover their mental strength and stamina.

“Hey, look at what I brought back.” Barb appeared in the depressed clearing, dragging two small deer behind her. “This forest is just chock full. Fruit, game meat, and fish are everywhere. Even the Elysian lands can’t match this bounty. With everything else going on, at least we won’t go hungry.”

Butcher’s face was a thundercloud. He was struggling to imagine how a god that betrayed the pantheon could lord over a land as grand as the one he came from. He could think of no reason why that should be.

The Elysian lands were created by the gods – as was Woodland Vale. Upon bequeathing humans with power and knowledge, their great benefactors made no demands on who they should worship. While Autumn was a denizen of the Vale, there wasn’t much to distinguish her from any other Elysian. Both people were bathed in the glow of a god’s holy radiance.

For the first time, there was a strange sense of contradiction in Butcher’s beliefs. He worships the gods because he hated people – indeed, Butcher hated his own race with a bone-deep passion. Humans were filled with ugliness and betrayal, an inherent sin that they could not escape.

He worshipped the strength, authority, and selflessness of the gods. He adored them for their majesty, wisdom, and righteousness. But, all of this around him… was this proof that the gods were not perfect? Not infallible? He cast the thought away the moment it entered his mind. The gods were perfect, and the mere thought it could be any other way was shameful.

The Sutherland brothers were nearly drooling at the sight. “Quick, let’s cook ‘em up! We’re starving. We can’t fight on an empty stomach now, can we?”

Belinda summoned some fire and set about cooking their meal without wasting a breath. The firelight danced off her eager face. As the sweet scent of cooking meat filled the air, she spoke to the others. “The wastelanders are always calling us their tormentors. What an honor to fight for the glory of our gods, making them tremble in fear from our might while proving our superiority! I’m confident that our families will be proud when they learn of our accomplishments.”

The young and inexperienced were always so ready to set their blood boiling. They couldn’t wait to get into a fight.

Chunks of venison were carved from the corpses and cooked to perfection. Even without spices or ingredients, the meat was still delectable. The taste filled their mouths and eased their bellies in a way the mutated flesh of wastelands monsters never could. The small crew ate ravenously, for hunger had started to set their stomachs rumbling.

Claudia looked around at her squad and shook her head. They reminded her so much of herself when she was younger. All they knew was to press forward, so ignorant of the world and what waited for them.

Over time, she’d grown tired of striving for honor. If it were up to her, she hoped these novices wouldn’t be forced to fight so quickly on the front lines. It was the reason she’d stepped in when Cloudhawk tried to steal Rei away.

Once you were in the fight, it was hard to get out. If Rei accepted Cloudhawk’s offer, she would follow the Talons from mission to mission until she died.

They were still so young, so full of promise. Each one had more promise than Claudia had at their age. It was just that they knew so little about the world. Did they really even understand what it was they were willing to give their lives for? Was it as worth it as they thought?

What a shame if their lives were taken from them before they could find the answer to these questions.

As Claudia leaned against a nearby tree and pondered these sad thoughts, she felt a deep exhaustion waft over her. She just wanted it all to be over. She wanted to go back to Skycloud and work as an instructor in the demon hunter university. It was the sort of life she’d come to love. As for fighting? After three years, Claudia had had her fill.

Aura nibbled on meat and fruit for a time. Then, she curled up at Cloudhawk’s side and fell asleep. As he looked down at her peacefully resting form, he couldn’t help but feel shame for the difficulties she’d been through.

He carefully scooped her up and wrapped her in his tattered cloak to dispel the night’s cold. He sighed as he gently set her down comfortably. “The Vale really is something. How many wastelanders would do anything to live out their lives here? Meanwhile, the elder is scheming a way out. I really don’t get what’s wrong with that guy’s head.”

“What do you young folk know?” The old man took a bottle of alcohol that Cloudhawk had offered. He was already determined to drink himself into oblivion since days had passed like years here in the forest without any booze. Each gulp was like liberation. He continued in a relaxed tone, “It doesn’t matter how nice a place is, you get tired of it after a while. You start to focus on what makes it bad. Like having a beautiful wife, you get bored of bedding her as the years crawl on.”

Autumn didn’t like his explanation. “Couldn’t you think of a better example?”

“It doesn’t matter what excuse you give. This place is definitely better than the wastelands.” Cloudhawk did not agree with the old man’s words. “Inexhaustible treasures, food, water. There isn’t anywhere out there that can compare.”

The old man laughed. “And what ‘inexhaustible treasure’ do you think they have?”

Cloudhawk rolled his eyes. “Those thousands of eboncrys fruits, obviously.”

“You still don’t get it. There isn’t a single thing in this world that doesn’t come without a price. Anything with value first has to have a value attached to it. Sure, those fruits are priceless in Skycloud. One of them is enough for a normal person to live comfortably for the rest of their lives. Here, though? Worthless decoration. This world-changing treasure you’re talking about, they don’t need here. You understand?”

Cloudhawk paused in thought, enlightened by the old man’s words. The bounty of Woodland Vale’s eboncrys fruit was priceless to outsiders. If the Vale was smart with it, they could purchase powerful weapons, establish a mighty army, even build a country.

Left here to grow on the trees, they weren’t even worth as much as normal fruit. At least wild fruit could be eaten to give the body some sustenance – eboncrys fruit just… hung there. That was probably what the elder was thinking – he could leverage these useless things to buy his tribe more power and profits.

People! Such was their nature. They could have enough to be comfortable and still desire to accumulate more. They could have all the wealth but still thirst for power. They could have all the power and still pine for freedom, for health, for beauty…

People were creatures of boundless avarice.

The elder was obviously convinced that Woodland Vale would rise to prominence with its wealth. He thought he could turn their humble tribe into a global powerhouse, a kingdom with countless soldiers who fought for the glory of their people and brought ever more wealth into their coffers.

The people of Woodland Vale would be free. Free to pursue their own dignity and power. Free to leave the verdant cage they’d been locked in. If that was his aim, then was the elder really as evil as he was made out to be? Not necessarily!

Whatever. Now, he was a problem – a problem they had to find a way to solve.

Cloudhawk remembered that it was that same elder who murdered Autumn’s parents – a reprehensible act for sure. But, he couldn’t lie to himself and say that killing him would be some noble deed. Was he willing to kill a man for similar reasons? What was the difference?

Ever since coming back to the Vale, Autumn had sunken into a strange silence. She had always been the sort to quietly mull over her thoughts. Cloudhawk knew that all of this had to be weighing heavily on her, especially since the elder had once been someone she trusted deeply. How could she have imagined that one day, her life would come to this? The human heart was too complicated to predict.

The night passed. As dawn neared, Oddball brought a message to its master.

Cloudhawk got to his feet and announced what he learned to the others, “Conclave members are headed our way. Get ready, we’re going to have to face them.”

Was it finally time? Faces among the others ranged from nervous to excited.

“Gabby, go set a trap. Drunky, after a bit, you and I will go handle them face-to-face.”

“The rest of you, help Claudia and Barb with whatever they need to get those dragons on our side. Once you’re set, give Autumn cover so she can get to the Mausoleum. We’ve only got a small window, so we’ve got to be quick. It’s probably our only chance to safely get in close. Once we’re there, shoot a signal arrow to the other Elysians right away.”

Cloudhawk quickly went over the steps with them. By the time he was finished, they could hear the trees rustling as a host drew near.

They waited. The rustling became louder, and then, as their enemies neared the clearing, shouts began to ring out. The front line was cut apart before they could get close enough to see anything.

“Careful! It’s an ambush!”

Gabriel’s deadly threads were doing their jobs.

His Shadethread relic would easily slice through solid iron, and its strings were thinner than strands of hair – almost impossible to see. Out here in this densely packed forest, they were invisible, so the first batch was caught off guard and suffered badly for it. The rest, unsure of what had happened, stopped before they became victims too.

Then, mixed with the sounds of pained screams, roars filled the air!

One... two… ten… twenty! The silhouettes of twenty angry dragons appeared against the dawn sky, charging forth from the Godtree.

Their ferocious nature was stoked. The dragons didn’t care who they encountered. They wished to feed. One after another, the beasts swooped, and the vicious nature of the fight was made evident by the sounds of screams and combat.

Dragons were not easily defended against. Fighters from the Conclave did not have an easy method of killing them.

Cloudhawk, however, was very pleased with the result. “Not bad, not bad! Stay hidden. Get ready to fall back.”

Just then, several dark figures broke through the trees. When they saw Cloudhawk, they didn’t have a chance to determine if he was friend or foe. There was just a flash of silver, and suddenly, hot blood was pouring from their throats. Bodies crumpled lifelessly to the leaf-strewn ground.

“Let’s go!”

Cloudhawk and the old drunk covered their retreat while the others raced for the Godtree.

Cloudhawk’s ears tickled as the powerful resonance of a relic came from somewhere nearby in the forest. A plume of fire was belched their way. The dark forest instantly turned as bright as day.

The fires seemed to have a life of their own like a fiery dragon winding its way through the trees. It roared towards Cloudhawk’s location, but he managed to dodge. The tree it struck instantly turned to blackened coal in the space of a breath.

A barefooted man brandishing a flapping standard appeared.

Wyrmsole!

The old soldier’s bitter face had grown more sour over the last few days. Although he wasn’t sure what had just transpired, he was sure that it was this young man’s doing. So, without hesitation, he summoned a brilliant pillar of fire and flung it at Cloudhawk like a spear.

The waif was of only average strength. He was no threat to Wyrmsole.

Only, much to his surprise, an iron rod streaked through the sky and knocked his standard off target. His spear of fire streaked off to one side, impaling and consuming a pair of enormous trees but missing its intended mark.

Wyrmsole regarded the wild-looking old man who had interfered. He gazed upon the cane until realization dawned. He looked back at its bearer, unbelieving. “Dawnguard. You are-”

The old drunk lifted Dawnguard and pointed it at Cloudhawk. He was instantly wrapped in a brilliant orb that empowered his strength, speed, and reaction time. Vulkan spoke in even, authoritative tones. “There’s another one behind. Deal with her. Leave this one to me.”


22 / Dead Heat


A sharp blast rattled in their eardrums.

Cloudhawk felt that familiar sense of danger fill him, as suddenly, something too hard for the naked eye to follow swept by. He called the power of the phase stone just as a light blue orb of compressed pressure passed through him and detonated against the ground. The earth and rocks undulated like the surface of a pond. Dirt was kicked high into the air.

As the first concussive wave settled, a second followed. The dark forest came alive as harsh light flooded through.

Hurricane-force pressure was cast from somewhere amid the trees with the burst of light, bringing with it a roar that promised to rip everything in its path asunder. Cloudhawk dared not try to deflect it, so he fled the area.

With Cloudhawk out of the way, the sweeping light struck a tree that five men wouldn’t have been able to circle. It was blasted apart at the base, sending shards of bark in all directions.

The hurricane lash disappeared, but that did not mean the attack was finished.

A swarm of pale blue swords came swinging out from the trees. The air whistled in protest from their savage passage. In the center was a woman dressed in cyan who lithely moved towards Cloudhawk through an array of movements. She deftly moved among the trees as she and her swords closed in on the fleeing shadow.

Cloudhawk’s world became filled with cutting blue energy.

He was caught with nowhere to flee. Meanwhile, the cyan woman came ever closer. In her grip was a whip of power that flowed through the air heedless of the laws of gravity. She walked on air. Her black hair danced in the wind as she sped along. Yet, her eyes were calm, indifferent – like a vision of a tempest fairy. The power in her weapon had coalesced in preparation for another strike.

It didn’t matter how Cloudhawk tried to avoid her. She was ready with a counterstrike.

Natessa was a wind-focused demon hunter and possessed a number of relics of this type. Just like the wind, she was fast – much faster than Wyrmsole. Cloudhawk could not outpace her, but he could at least create some space. If others interrupted their inevitable conflict, things could turn out very poorly.

“I was wondering who was so eager for my head. Turns out it’s Instructor Windham!”

Her cyan blades did the talking for her. They closed in on Cloudhawk’s location, flawlessly whipping around one another and leaving no space between.

He watched them come. Just as the impossibly sharp swords were about to chop him into pieces, he vanished. Half a second later, he reappeared right behind Natessa.

The swords collided in empty space. Each one went spinning off into the forest before dissipating.

Teleported?

She looked behind her without a word. Her arm was already in motion, swinging her whip with the force of a tempest. Grass and underbrush in its wake exploded into clouds of debris. Not even trees thousands of years old could survive Natessa’s wrath.

But attacks like this had a clear flaw. While the trees and shrubs couldn’t stop Natessa’s blows completely, they were obstacles that reduced the lethality of said blows. She was strong, but cutting through terrain to get to her target required twice as much strength as normal. It was wasteful.

Cloudhawk closed the distance between them. The Silver Serpents sprang from his sleeves, as quick as lightning and rippling like snakes. But as the silver light came her way, she leaped up off a bed of compressed air and lithely retreated several meters.

Cloudhawk looked at her. She looked back. They stared at one another for a moment with a strange sense of unfamiliarity like they hadn’t spent three years meeting each other every day.

Natessa didn’t know where Cloudhawk’s odd powers came from or how he’d gotten so strong over such a short period.

Cloudhawk was just as confounded by this woman.

The Giants of Hell’s Army. One was a roguish soldier of fortune. Another was a chatty old lecher. She was different – attractive, unassuming, taciturn. Cloudhawk always had the best impression of her, but so much had changed. He never thought she’d sink to such lows.

Why would she choose to betray Skycloud? Was this woman’s low-profile persona hiding an ambitious heart, and he’d never noticed?

If not, then what was the point of all of this? What was she chasing?

Natessa pulled back her arm to bring the whip back. It stiffened into the shape of a rod. Crouching down, she pushed off of empty space and launched herself at Cloudhawk like a missile. Her eyes retained that emotionless glaze, the same as ever. She was never one to bother explaining her actions.

No one knew what was going on in that woman’s mind. Her thoughts and secrets were her own.

Cloudhawk was left with no choice. She was not holding back, so neither could he.

More than a hundred rapid-fire exchanges happened between them in an instant. The impressive performance was too fast for an outsider to follow and was dazzling to the eye.

True to her nature, each of Natessa’s attacks invoked buffeting gusts of wind. Not just swift and keen, her attacks were also laden with staggering power.

Thankfully, Cloudhawk was blessed with the old drunk’s empowering light. It was enough so that even though he was still at a disadvantage, he could at least contend against her. His Silver Serpents danced among the impenetrable waves of cyan like venomous snakes, eager to land a bite on his former instructor.

“I have to admit, big sister – you pack a punch!”

Cloudhawk spoke as they continued their pitched battle.

“You can fight. You’re pretty. You’re a leader – there’s nothing you can’t do, nowhere you can’t go. So why fight Skycloud? You really need to come back home.”

His own incessant prattling caused his attention to wander just enough to reveal a flaw in his defense. She quickly exploited it, slamming her rod into his chest twice in quick succession. Cloudhawk was knocked back several steps.

She followed up with a forward charge. Channeling through the boots, she compressed the air nearby into a cutting blade of wind and sent it flailing towards him.

A flash ensued as Silver Serpents met the cyan blade, causing the latter to break apart. But, it was a distraction that allowed Natessa the time to move in before Cloudhawk could react. Her rod descended upon him in a flurry of blows. Cloudhawk was too slow, and the blows rained down on him from everywhere. Were it not for Dawnguard’s blessing, he would have been gravely wounded.

“You think I can’t get the best of you?”

She didn’t reply. Her cyan rod came swinging for his skull.

Rage filled him, and fires sparked to life in the depths of Cloudhawk’s eyes. His gaze locked onto hers, and for a moment, Natessa felt as if a needle was driven into her brain. Her flawless onslaught was broken.

A Silver Serpent hissed through the air towards her. Natessa’s face drained of color, but she managed to barely fend off his deadly attack.

His second silvery blade cunningly swung around her staff to bite into her shoulder. Blood quickly began to seep through her cyan clothing, front and back. She stumbled back on unsteady feet and coughed up a mouthful of blood. He must have struck an artery, for half of her body was quickly drenched with blood.

Cloudhawk didn’t let up. She had pushed him too far, and he was now determined to bury her before she could do the same to him.

He knew the instructors and how they operated. If he showed the slightest hesitation, then he would be the one bleeding out on the ground. He no longer cared what Natessa thought or why she made the decisions she had. If she was so willing to forget their old bonds, then he would send her down the road she so stubbornly adhered to.

Natessa had underestimated Cloudhawk’s ability. She knew it had been some sort of psychic attack that had thrown her off.

She didn’t understand how, but he’d summoned that power from inside himself. It wasn’t some kind of relic. Whatever that was, it came from Cloudhawk, a power he innately possessed.

She gritted her teeth. The jagged wound in her shoulder puckered tight and halted the bleeding. Her two long legs whipped out in a pair of kicks, and each summoned a gash of cutting air. In a cross-shape – one horizontal and one vertical – they screamed across the distance between Natessa and her former student.

Cloudhawk didn’t dodge. Instead, he deflected them with his dual swords and followed up with a flurry of attacks. They came at odd angles and targeted unpredictable spots, overwhelming her defenses in a handful of seconds. She jerked as one of the Serpents bit into her flesh for a second time.

A glint of silver light passed her throat. Natessa’s creamy skin separated, and rich crimson blood began to flow. Cloudhawk had ruthlessly severed the arteries in her neck.

Her delicate hands went to the wound and pressed tight. Her face turned as white as a sheet, and the pupils of her wide eyes contracted to small black points. Death was near, she could feel it. Natessa always knew it would be her fate to die in battle but had not anticipated that this young man would be the instrument of her destruction.

Cloudhawk drove his sword into her chest.

She jerked backwards, leaving a spurt of blood in her retreat. Hair wild with one hand gripping her cyan rod and the other helplessly clutching at her neck, Natessa glared daggers at Cloudhawk. That cool indifference was gone, and instead, her eyes were filled with blazing resolve.

She wasn’t afraid to die. But, she would not allow herself to die here. If she did, her whole life would be meaningless.

He keeps getting stronger…

Cloudhawk would give her no time to think. His silhouette dashed through the forest with the Silver Serpents gleaming hungrily. They were poised for a final blow, ready to cut her down.

Natessa’s mind went blank.

It’d been so long since the last time she met death face-to-face. Since joining Hell’s Army, she had only been tasked with eliminating commoners, renegades, or vagrants. Eventually, her heart had grown numb to all the killing.

Then, one night, he showed up in the Valley, a man who changed her destiny and that of Hell’s Army.

Was her presence here not a way to prove herself? If she died here, all she would prove was that she was unworthy. She couldn’t let that happen.

At that moment -

Natessa’s eyes flashed with cyan light.

Her power surged tremendously and channeled into her rod, which began to spin wildly. It whipped around like a windmill, a backwards tornado. The cone of wind it summoned was thick with cutting cyan light, which turned it into a shredder that threatened to obliterate anything caught inside.

It was Cloudhawk’s turn to pause in shock. A breakthrough? In the middle of a fight?

Natessa was the youngest of the Giants. However, she was also the strongest. Beyond a tactical proficiency, she was also a skilled demon hunter. For real warriors like her, it was well-known that the opportunity for a breakthrough was strongest when death was imminent.

The cut to her throat that Cloudhawk had given her wasn’t deep enough.

Severing an artery was lethal to a normal foe but not to Natessa. The threat to her life allowed Natessa to cut through years of stagnation and access all the strength that had been waiting on the other side. Her battle against Cloudhawk had become a blessing in disguise.

He saw that the situation had changed. He dared not attack recklessly any longer; it was time to change strategies. Cloudhawk abandoned his assault and fell back just as Natessa released the storm of wind blades. Like a hurricane, it wrought devastation upon the forest as it passed through. Massive trees were cut to pieces in an instant, carved apart in a million ways.

She was only going to be more difficult to handle in the future.

Estimating that Dawnguard’s boon would soon be spent, Cloudhawk decided now was the time to take the old drunk and flee.

He wasn’t afraid of Natessa, even if she was stronger now. She was still within his abilities to handle. If he used all of his strength, there was still a good chance he would be the one to walk away alive.

But, his task wasn’t done. He still needed his strength for what was to come. A harder battle was waiting for him in the depths of the mausoleum, so he couldn’t afford to finish what he started with Natessa.

“I think we’ve had enough fun for today, Instructor. I’m sure we’ll see each other again real soon.”

When Cloudhawk decided it was time to go, no one could stop him. Natessa watched him disappear into the forest with a strange expression on her face.


23 / Last Light of a Setting Sun


As Cloudhawk warred against Natessa, Wyrmsole and the old drunk were at one another’s throats. This was a far more interesting conflict.

Wyrmsole was a man of bitter expression and frail build. Far from having the bearing of a soldier, he looked more like a man who’d been imprisoned in a mine for years on end. His opponent was a withered, wrinkled drunk with a lame leg and an obscene look.

From the looks of them, there was nothing special about these two haggard men. In reality, however, they were once very strong and tremendously influential in the world they’d abandoned. One was the Companion of an army of demon hunters, and the other used to be hailed as Skycloud’s War Saint. They had long known about one another, their opponent’s personality and skills, so they were in a stalemate even before they started the confrontation.

Wyrmsole stared at what had become of the once-glorious War Saint and sighed emotively. “I wouldn’t have believed it before I saw with my own eyes. Even someone like you could become… like this.”

“I lost that fight fairly. No complaints.” He punctuated the assurances with a wry chuckle and then continued dismissively, “I’m sure you know very well what Arcturus Cloude is capable of. You used to be one of the ones he trusted most.”

Something unnatural flashed in the depths of Wyrmsole’s eyes. The old drunk’s words had struck a nerve. “The past is the past, and maturity brings clarity – no more needs to be said. He is insane. Evil. Our shared enemy. You are on the wrong side. Helping the Elysian forces is to stand with him. You should pledge yourself to the Conclave.”

A former Templar leader had a resounding reputation. As impactful as the Crimson One himself! The former War Saint would see his own power grow if he chose to work with them, but more importantly, a luminary like him openly supporting the Conclave would add tremendous pressure on Skycloud. After all, he had once led the holy warriors of the Temple – he was once perhaps the mightiest warrior in all of the Elysian realms and a representative of divine authority.

The old man’s lips curled into a grin.

“In attempting to murder Ravenous Tiger, you have shown that hate remains in the depths of your heart. Standing before you is an instrument that could help you achieve your goals.”

Wyrmsole was solemn, his tone and bearing even, presenting himself as an honest and harmless messenger. He earnestly supplicated the old drunk in the hopes of winning him to their side.

But, the cripple was growing impatient. “And if I refuse?”

Disappointment clouded Wyrmsole’s stricken face. “Then, you will never succeed in killing Ravenous Tiger. You are no threat to me, and to persist will only be repeating old mistakes! The Conclave of Judgment is the only power that can face Arcturus. Only we can bring salvation to humanity. Is it not better to rouse yourself in the service of a great cause than to wither away in a mire of decadence and self-pity?”

“Horseshit.” The old man irreverently picked at his ear. “You think your helter-skelter mob can achieve anything? I may be a shadow of what I used to be, but I’m not blind. I’ve suffered a lot out in the wastelands, learned a lot too. And one thing I learned is that life should be about the pursuit of happiness. If we’re going to fight, then let’s fight. I’m tired of talking.”

Regret filled Wyrmsole. The old man no longer had Skycloud in his heart, but the pride of a War Saint was part of his bones. He was willing to wander the wastelands as a vagrant, but he would not bow to it. After all, no matter how far he fell, a man of strength remained a man of strength.

Wyrmsole respected the old man. He resolved to show it by ending his pitiful life with his own hands.

Since revealing himself in their war against Skycloud, Wyrmsole had pitted himself against the stars of the younger generation. In none of those clashes had he called on his full strength nor had he intended to kill these misguided youths. After all, his quest was to lift up the future of humanity, not bring it low.

They were still young. They could be convinced.

Wyrmsole had a son about their age. He was a father though he never really acted in that capacity. Instead, he’d chosen another path, the one that brought him here. The guilt he felt for abandoning his child was like a cancer inside him, and it ached that much worse when he saw the hope for humanity’s future blaze across the battlefield. He couldn’t help but hold back.

This old man was different. He was a soldier of the old guard, a saint who had fallen from grace. Even though he was not the man he had once been, the cripple was a Skycloud legend.

Wyrmsole could show compassion to the younger generation but not to him. It would be an insult to treat him as lesser. Besides, he had outlived his usefulness, and old institutions were hardest to tear down to their foundations. Facing an opponent like Vulkan, he was determined to show the breadth of his character.

He waved the standard held tightly in his grip. Fires rose all around.

“Very well,” Wyrmsole cried out among the roaring flames. “Before the day is done, your head will adorn our flag!”

He launched into the air, rising several dozen meters as the standard flapped valiantly at his side. The sky burned in its wake, stark against the frail darkness and painting the clouds above an angry red. The flames gathered together into reptilian forms, dragons of fire that writhed around their master.

What a spectacular scene – a beacon of fire in the early dawn, shocking to behold.

Those forest dragons that had drawn near were frightened by the surge of power. They kept their distance, wincing against the flames. In contrast, the old man stared at his foe with an ineffable fire of his own smoldering in the depths of his eyes. His metal walking stick came alive with a shimmering halo that covered his body.

He looked like a divine avatar bathed in holy light. His gnarled and hunched body stood tall in defiance. A battle fervor he hadn’t felt for a long time filled him.

Air combusted around the crimson priest, hot gusts that caused his standard to flap. Angry red dragons undulated around him, leaving fire and smoke in their passage that formed into a giant vortex. A stifling power rose with the maelstrom, filling the forest.

This was his path, one he’d chosen. It left him with scars and memories too bitter to recall, but the path of the betrayer – sacrificing his pride and glory – was not one he regretted. His conscience was clear.

“The Skyfire Banner. Can it really set the skies ablaze?”

The buffeting heat turned the old man’s face red. His mind recalled a scene from long ago.

It was him. The dignified leader of the invincible Templars. The man who warriors once looked up to as their War Saint. One of the mightiest fighters in all the realm.

He had spent most of his life surrounded by that blinding glory. Then, all at once, he was cast into darkness – a forgotten vagrant wandering the wastelands. Once, he had led the Templars far and wide before learning his own friend was murdered by a treasonous disciple and there was nothing he could do. A long time ago, he had stood at the peak of the world, and now, he was a ghost aimlessly stalking its gutters.

That long-buried disgrace bubbled back to the forefront of his mind.

Was the War Saint dead?

The old drunk closed his eyes. Six whole years he’d spent drowning himself in alcohol. What was the use of this husk of a form he kept dragging from place to place?

He’d had his heart set on death when he stole into Fishmonger’s Borough. Kill Ravenous Tiger and let the city guards cut him down. That had been the plan – an ignoble end to this farce of a life he lived. But circumstances conspired to steal even that from him. Neither he nor his traitorous disciple died that day.

But, he thought on it for a time, and it was good that he didn’t die. What a worthless death, a shameful way to go.

He still desired to die but wished to see his life snuffed out in glorious fashion. A final period to his story was inevitable, but he was now determined to see that last sentence carry weight.

Was cremation good enough?

No!

The old man’s eyes popped open. He stood in the heart of a firestorm with a blazing sky descending his way. A smile spread his cracked lips. He did not fear, did not cower – he attacked.

His assault ruptured the shackles that had held him back, tore through the barriers he had built around himself.

From the shell of Dawnguard’s light, a spear of illumination shot forth. In an instant, the beam pierced through the firestorm. It was powerful enough to run through the storm without impediment, to strike at its heart – the banner in Wyrmsole’s hand.

The forest all around them was enveloped in flames. So intense were the flames that the enormous trees turned black like dried kindling.

Vulkan’s attack struck Wyrmsole hard enough that he was flung back several meters. Blood spat forth from his mouth. When he righted himself, his shocked eyes turned back to the old figure standing in the sea of fire. “Your strength… it’s like it never left you!”

The nimbus of light around the old man gradually faded. He almost stumbled as exhaustion washed over him. That strike had been the most he could muster.

His alcohol-steeped cells were beginning to reawaken, but the old man knew the truth. After fermenting for so long, even with the aid given to him by Autumn, this was it – the last light of a setting sun.

How much longer did he have? A year? Half a year?

It would be enough!

For much of his life, the former Templar had lived his life for glory and for the mission. At the end of his days, he’d taken the opportunity to live in freedom, doing whatever and going wherever he pleased. What did he have to regret?

Fires continued to rage around him, lethal and hungry. He risked being burned alive or suffocating if he remained for much longer.

“Stop fighting! Let’s get the hell out of here!”

Cloudhawk blinked into existence beside him. He didn’t expect to show up in the middle of a fucking apocalypse though, and now wasn’t the time to play with the barefoot zealot either. He looked for a way out.

Wyrmsole saw that the two were preparing to run. “After them,” he shouted to his subordinates, “don’t let them escape!”

Yet, even as he shouted the orders, the sounds of conflict could be heard from several directions. One of the missionaries came racing towards him. “Not good, the Elysian army and the Highwaymen are both here. We’re outnumbered and fighting on several fronts.”

“Damn it!”

Wyrmsole didn’t think they’d get here so fast, but it wasn’t unimaginable when he thought about it. Their battle could likely be felt through the whole forest. It would be hard to ignore. It was only a matter of time before other players came to interfere.

Nothing could be done about it. They had to do what they could to hold the Highwaymen and Elysians back.

As for Cloudhawk and the drunk? They were a troublesome group but were not enough to present Adder any significant danger. After all, Adder was no ordinary man. He had to have faith that Adder could handle things on his own.

Cloudhawk teleported himself and the drunk back to the grassy clearing with a series of jumps. Dragons flew by overhead in sizable groups, a fact that made him spew a few choice curses.

Most were headed towards the forest, but a few were still nearby. When they spotted the small group trying to pass the grassy expanse towards the Godtree, they swooped in to attack.

Fortunately, Cloudhawk and the drunk arrived in time.

Together, they quickly dispatched a dozen or so of the dragons that got close and, in that time, closed the distance to the Godtree. Autumn led them to a passageway made of roots, which she claimed would lead them to the mausoleum. Everyone squeezed in.

Dragons screeched in protest outside, but the opening was too small for them to enter. They clawed and roared at the entrance but were forced to remain outside.


24 / The Forbidden Area


This burrow was different from the others they’d encountered. Instead of rocks, the entire structure – from floor to walls to ceiling – was all composed of tree roots. Layer upon layer of them tightly intertwined and stretched deep into the earth. As the small party made its way, it couldn’t help but appreciate the strange fact.

Suddenly, everything around them shook.

The root tunnel undulated like the bowels of some giant beast and they were just a meal waiting to be digested. Cloudhawk called out a warning to the others, “Careful. Trap!”

He words came half a second before black roots shot out from the walls. They writhed and struck like poisonous vipers, like deadly thorns. The bodies of the roots were as black as night with the only exception being their pointed tip. Those were a bright crimson. Cloudhawk didn’t need to experience it to know they were capable of turning a human body into a meat skewer.

Belinda shouted after him, “The exit is gone!”

Cloudhawk craned his neck around and discovered that the roots had coiled together, converging to cut off their escape. He caught a glimpse just as they spiraled shut and blocked out the last bit of outside light. Suddenly, darkness enveloped them. But even without sight, everyone could feel the cramped root tunnel beginning to constrict.

Nervously, Barb called through the darkness, “What are we going to do?”

If they weren’t impaled by the roots, then they would be crushed by them. Barb had found herself in several difficult spots over the years but none this dangerous.

“This has to be some kind of defense measure set by the elder to stop people from coming in. The roots are prepared to kill anyone who tries to come in from the outside.” Autumn had never entered the forbidden area, so she didn’t know how to proceed. She fumbled the flute from her robes, put it to her delicate lips, and blew. Her consciousness focused on the artifact, concentrating on a single command. Retreat!

And then, everything stopped. Grasping tree roots fell still. Like obedient soldiers, they drew back to open the passage forward.

Everyone breathed an audible sigh of relief. Thanks to Autumn’s quick thinking, they survived what otherwise would have been a deadly crisis and could now proceed.

“The elder is definitely inside the mausoleum. He probably knows we’re here.” Autumn’s face was stern and serious. “I’m not sure what other traps or dangers we’ll find, and the enemies are hidden while we are exposed.”

It wasn’t like they had a choice. Outside, dragons roamed the skies and patrolled the area around the Godtree.

“It’s just a tomb. Even if there are traps, it can’t be worse than fighting a few hundred dragons, right?” Cloudhawk tried to stay logical. He turned a curious eye to the old drunk. “By the way, I saw you fighting that obnoxious preacher. You blasted right through a whole storm of fire. Since when did you become so strong?”

The old man arrogantly rolled his eyes at the question. “You haven’t seen a tenth of what I could do. That was just a little trick. But, I had help from Miss Autumn, a little something she gave me to eat which has some surprising benefits.”

Cloudhawk then looked to Autumn. “You got awesome stuff like that here too? I’ll have some of what he’s having. I should get something back for all the hard work I’m doing, right?”

This rascal has the nerve to even open his mouth! Did he think the boon she gave the old man was just some ordinary food? It was a precious medicine gifted to them a thousand years ago by their god. Only a few doses existed, and the main reason Autumn offered it to the drunk was to motivate him.

He was… sloppy, to say the least. But, at least he was not a bad man. There was nothing evil in appreciating alcohol. With the Vale’s resources and influence, he could spend the rest of his days chasing the bottom of a wine barrel. At the time, it was simple: convince him to stay, and it would mean a lot for the safety of their home. She could not have anticipated that the situation in Woodland Vale would become so dire so quickly.

As for Cloudhawk, she didn’t want him here even though she’d asked for his help. Wasn’t he part of the turmoil that had come to her people?

Of course, it was just habitual bullshit on Cloudhawk’s part. It didn’t matter how fine the medicine was, it wouldn’t have much of an effect on him. Chalk it up to a passing interest after hearing what it had done for the old man.

Barb picked up on something and pressed him about it. “What are you thinking, Excellency?”

Cloudhawk turned back to the drunk. “Whose condition is worse, yours or the Crimson One’s?”

He answered honestly, “It’s a miracle I’m still alive. While the Crimson One’s injuries do impact his abilities, it didn’t stop him from nearly wiping us all out in the wastelands. So you tell me, who’s in worse shape?”

This was a problem.

If it had such great effect on the drunkard, could the same medicine be used on the Crimson One to make him whole again? If he returned to full strength as a Master Demon Hunter, he would be the greatest weapon in all of the wastelands!

There was no more time to talk. The group continued deeper into the burrow.

It eventually emptied out into a wide area with several colorful vines. Each one was laden with gently glowing fruit that was just bright enough to illuminate the space.

As they spread out from the small opening, their stunned eyes looked out over the thousands of intertwined roots that formed this chamber. It was the end of the tunnel. No other exit was visible.

Cloudhawk slowly walked further in. Something tickled at him, a sense of unease.

Situated at the center of the tree root temple were several altars, each one embraced by the roots that built this place. Unless he was mistaken, this was some sort of sacrificial chamber used by ancient priests in service of their Shepherd god. They hadn’t gotten to the mausoleum proper yet.

Cloudhawk opened his mouth to speak when he was suddenly stopped by the faintest noise off to one side. He spun towards the source. As they entered, a flower had sprouted from between the vines.

It was a beautiful, brightly-colored bloom that looked something like a Morning Glory.

What Cloudhawk had heard was the bud opening. It was quickly followed by thousands more as flowers sprouted all around in some sort of fantastical welcome. It had to have been galvanized by some kind of mysterious power, which lent the beautiful scene an ominous undercurrent.

“What is this…?” Cloudhawk had never seen anything like this. Yet, even before he could finish the thought, plumes of some black substance began to seep from the walls. It flowed down to the floor, as dark as ink, and spread in all directions.

“Bugs! Ah! They’re bugs!” Azura’s tiny scream filled the chamber.

Millions – possibly billions of small insects poured from the walls and skittered along the ground. Each one was about the size of a fingernail and was covered in pitch black chitinous armor. Tiny scarlet eyes blinked in the dim light of the chamber.

Crain took a swipe at a group of them with his exorcist rod. The ones he managed to catch exploded into a sickening paste, but it only served to upset those around it. Wings popped from their backs, and the insects rose up around their attacker.

“Aaarrgghh!” Crain screamed as the small black creatures encased him. Tigron rushed forward to try and help him but was immediately swallowed up as well when he got close. The bugs squeezed through gaps in their leather armor, biting at their flesh, burrowing through their skin, digging through their eyes and up their noses.

The others looked on in helpless terror. What sort of insects were these?!

Cloudhawk yanked Azura to his side and covered her with his cloak. He shouted at Autumn, “Hey! Do something. Make them stop!”

Autumn was frozen stiff. She had never been here and, like most Valites, knew almost nothing about this place. She didn’t know what to do. What were these vicious, bloodthirsty monsters doing in the belly of the Godtree? She hadn’t even heard of insects like this.

Belinda couldn’t stand idly by any longer. Her hands rose to summon an orb of fire which she flung at the cloud of bugs.

As the intense heat consumed several thousand of them, they watched as an unexpected scene unfolded. Many were consumed by the fire. Their shells cracked and their innards boiled. However, a group of them seemed to gather the flames into their carapaces and begin to glow. They hung in the air and skittered over the blow like fireflies.

Pop!

One of them landed on Belinda and exploded, spitting fire across her skin. She yelped in a panic and started slapping at the spreading fire. “Sarge, help me!”

Claudia wanted to, but it was too late. She watched in horror as countless insects landed on her charge and detonated. Before she could blink, the young woman was completely ablaze, flailing impotently. She screamed until her vocal cords were charred and fell into the insects, which quickly swarmed her body.

There were too many. Rei tried to escape but quickly succumbed, falling into the horde. She vanished beneath the black bodies.

Butcher was madly swinging his war hammer, but for every batch he squished, more were skittering along his flesh. They’d torn through his flesh already, but the madman’s tolerance for pain kept him standing.

Barb, Autumn… even the drunk and Cloudhawk felt the beetles’ bites. Even though they couldn’t pierce the old man’s tough skin, they were still a threat if they got in through his eyes, ears, or nose. There were too many important areas to protect. Even the strongest person would be overwhelmed by the sheer number of them. They had no way to fight back.

What could they do? What?!

Cloudhawk desperately clung to Azura while the evil bugs ate his flesh. Some had started to dig inside, and one had entered his abdomen and was gnawing at his internal organs. It was nearly painful enough to make him pass out.

No! I can’t let this happen!

He took several panting breaths as his mind raced for a solution. That’s when he smelled it – a strange fragrance. Smell... it was the smell!

“Hold your breath! Everyone, hold your breath! It’s fake, an illusion!”

Cloudhawk took one more gulp of air and then held it, but the bugs still kept coming. Whatever was causing this had gotten into his brain, so it was too late to stop breathing it in. More and more of the bugs were digging into his body. He felt himself starting to lose consciousness with darkness creeping in on the edges of his vision.

“Claudia, attack the flowers!”

She jumped to action, summoning the strength of her Tempest Flower. Metallic petals burst through the chamber like a cutting rain. The offending flowers were shredded, their petals fluttering to the ground in pieces. Moments later, nothing remained on the root walls.

Gradually, the bugs began to disappear. They vanished into smoke like dew before the morning sun.


25 / The Charnel Tree


The agonizing pain of the insect bites gradually subsided.

It was the flowers the whole time. The beautiful, trumpet-shaped blooms were another one of the mausoleum’s defensive measures. Something in its scent had invaded their minds and produced visions – terrible, realistic visions. All four of Claudia’s novices were currently unconscious. Butcher, Gabriel, Barb, and Autumn were drenched in a cold sweat. Even Cloudhawk and the old man had only narrowly escaped going mad.

What a psychic assault. The intensity of it showed the danger they were in by being here.

Cloudhawk quickly looked over Azura who was clutching to his side. She was frightened and pale but unharmed. She’d recognized the insects even before Cloudhawk had. The small girl continued to impress.

“Are you alright?” he asked nervously.

Azura was wringing her tiny hands, feeling for where a bug had started to nibble at her. No mark could be seen, however, so she bit her bottom lip and nodded in assurance. She didn’t want Cloudhawk to be concerned.

The old man’s face was as hard as stone. “What happened?”

Cloudhawk looked around at the petals of Claudia’s Tempest Flower still floating in the air. Ruined petals carpeted the floor, a fact he took heart in. “The flowers let off a scent that weakened our wills and psyches. It induced mental collapse that put its victims into a coma. If we let it go on much longer, it would have turned us all into mindless vegetables.”

After a few moments, the young demon hunters began to come around.

Rei was startled awake and immediately began slapping at her body. Her eyes were wide and wild in her pale face as she cried in a trembling voice, “Bugs! B-bugs! So many bugs!”

Her constitution wasn’t as strong as the others, so she hadn’t fully recovered yet. That all-consuming fog of fear was still hanging over her mind like a nightmare she couldn’t wake up from.

Belinda looked to be in a bad way but managed to force a weak smile. She tried her best to look nonchalant. “It was a pretty convincing trick. Hmph. Sure gave me an early taste of what death is like – but a silly ploy like that isn’t enough to put me down.”

Crain and Tigron were the last to awaken. The encounter had caught them off guard, and they had no way to protect themselves. Thankfully, however, their torture was brief. A demon hunter’s mental strength was far stronger than your typical person’s, so over time, they recovered without issue.

Cloudhawk spared a glance for Autumn. “Hey, you’re supposed to be one of the local leaders, right? Obviously, you had no idea what was going on since you almost fell for it yourself. Doesn’t make much sense to me.”

“I’m not a leader of my people, not entirely. Only true elders know about this place,” she shot back. But something did feel odd, so she continued with a lower voice, “I’ve never been inside the mausoleum, but every few years, our people do come here to make sacrifices to the Shepherd. This… has never happened before. It must be a trap set by the elder.”

“There’s a whole lot of unexpected stuff going on in this valley.” Cloudhawk paused, absorbed in thought. They were already here, and even though the elder was prepared for them, they still had to push forward. He cast another look around the sacrificial chamber. “I don’t see an exit. How are we supposed to get into the mausoleum?”

Autumn made her way to one of the sacrificial altars. Pressing her hands together and muttering a few words, she suddenly cut a gash in her wrist. Hot, fresh blood dripped onto the root and stone. It was quickly swallowed up, and the roots that her blood touched shimmered with a strange red script. The crimson lines wound a path forward, and every vine it passed through came alive. Writhing like snakes, they slithered aside to reveal a large yet strange, delicate stone doorway.

The others watched in wonder. No ordinary person could open the way to a god’s mausoleum.

Cloudhawk felt that his teleportation abilities were useless as well. Some kind of powerful energy hung over the entirety of this place. Only one with the blood of the tribe’s leaders or some holy relic could reveal the path.

The stone door slowly opened. A stuffy wind heavy with mystery and foreboding filled the chamber.

It swung back to reveal a passageway that was deep and wide. Like everywhere else, its walls were lined with creeping vines and glowing fruit. Dim light illuminated the path as it continued into the heart of the tree like a pathway to some other realm.

As the doorway was revealed to her, Autumn’s pretty face glowed with devotion. Her hands pressed together before her chest. She knelt and prostrated herself before the altar three times while whispering prayers.

“Great Shepherd, please forgive me for disturbing your eternal rest.”

Cloudhawk was growing impatient. “Let’s go. Don’t waste time. We have places to be.”

Oddball dashed into the newly opened tunnel, a streak of golden light. It was back a moment later having made sure the coast was clear. Everyone began to file in.

Each step they took further into the tree increased the sense of mystery and peculiarity. They couldn’t shake the sensation that something was watching them. And it was more than possible – this was the burial place of the valley’s ancient godly patron. All manner of secrets were likely interred here.

Punctuating this, the small group felt a wave of unease pass through them — something unnatural. They were nervous and on alert.

When they reached the end, Autumn put the Shepherd’s flute to her lips and blew. As before, the vines slithered away to grant passage into a chamber beyond.

It was the tomb’s antechamber, a space twice as large as the sacrificial hall they’d just come from. What immediately caught everyone’s attention was the tree situated in the center of the room.

It was a strange thing in many ways. For one, the fact that it was here at all was odd. What’s more, it looked nothing like any tree they’d seen before. Maybe a dozen rectangular boxes that looked like coffins were nestled in its boughs and had started to grow into the bark itself. It was a macabre kind of cemetery.

Foreboding hung over Cloudhawk like a wet blanket. “What’s this tree called?”

Autumn faced the pitch-black tree with her hands folded devoutly. She spoke in hushed and reverent tones, “It’s the Charnel Tree. It guards and watches over the elders of the past. When they die, our elders are buried here inside the Charnel Tree so that they can spend eternity protecting the mausoleum.”

Her explanation left the rest of them speechless. What kind of bizarre custom was this?

Autumn paid their strange looks no mind. She shut her eyes and began to pray.

Cloudhawk had only grown more intolerant but was forced to suppress his complaints. He knew that not all of the Vale’s elders were like the one hiding here. What little he knew of Woodland Vale was that the head elder was chosen by popular vote, whereas other elders were determined by blood lineage. The bodies in that petrified tree were Autumn’s ancestors.

If her ancestors were going to make their power felt, he sure as hell didn’t want to upset them.

Autumn’s lengthy prayer came to end. She opened her eyes and looked upon the tree with a conflicted expression on her pretty face. Her sigh stirred the stagnant air. “Let’s continue on.”

They walked in, intending to go around the tree to the exit beyond. But as they got close, Gabriel muttered an unsettling observation, “The coffins are moving.”

Much to their surprise, he wasn’t kidding. Everyone stopped dead in their tracks. At the same time, Cloudhawk sensed a faint resonance coming from the tree. He watched as the entire tree began to shudder, and the sound of ghostly cries rose from it. Fear gripped them. And then – crash!

One after another, wooden coffins cradled in the tree’s branches fell to the ground. Every one of them hit the ground vertically like wooden tombstones.

Vibrations continued to tickle at Cloudhawk’s senses, but he still didn’t know what strange power this artifact was summoning. He turned to Autumn, searching for an answer, but she shook her head and just stared in fear at the scene. She had no idea what was happening. All she knew about the Charnel Tree was that it was here to protect the Vale. Why was it reacting this way?

“Son of a bitch, the dead are coming back to life?! We should’ve fuckin’ known nothing good would come from skulking around a tomb. Get ready to fight!”

Punctuating his words, the coffin closest to them burst open in a cloud of splinters. What stumbled out from inside was something like a human but was nearly two meters tall. It wore no clothing, and the ancient skin was mostly replaced with knotted bark. Its features were indistinguishable.

Some sort of… mutant? No, that wasn’t right.

Thrumming relic power wafted off the gnarled humanoid in waves. No signs of consciousness were evident, but sensing the presence of an intruder, it came alive like some sort of grotesque guard dog. Gurgling noises rumbled in its throat as it shambled forward.

Autumn was frozen in place. The scene playing out before her was unthinkable, a scene that wouldn’t feature in her darkest dreams. Pale as a sheet, she watched as her ancestors came to life as puppets under the tree’s command.

W-why…? This was supposed to be a place of honorable repose!

Belinda wasted no time on words. She summoned an orb of fire into her hands and flung it into the face of the closest creature. They were slow at first but picked up speed as their old joints remembered how to move. As the light of Belinda’s fireball lit up its face, flesh from the defender’s left shoulder burst open with a splurt! Vines slithered free from within and entwined to create a shield. The fireball struck it and burned away harmlessly.

Cloudhawk scowled at what he was seeing. “Gabby, deal with this thing.”

At this command, Gabriel drew himself up and lifted his arms. Threads as thin as spider silk tangled around his fingers. Yet, when the shambler saw him coming, its right hand spat out stabbing vines that were as sharp as switchblades.

Gabriel was a capable fighter. He dodged the piercing vines and planted his hands on the creature’s arms.

He pulled back, taking both of the beast’s arms with him.

They twitched and jerked on the ground even without a body to command them like fish out of water. As for the monster itself, long roots were extending from the severed limbs to replace them.

Gabriel didn’t give it quarter. His infinitely sharp threads wrapped around their target and tightened. The monster’s body, though tough as steel, was carved into pieces like it was made of bean curd.

Was it finished? The question was on everyone’s mind as they stared at the heap of bark and flesh.

Confirming their doubts, the pieces of the shambler continued to move. Roots and vines reached out from each chunk and wrapped around one another to pull the pieces back together. It took only a matter of seconds for it to pick itself up from the ground. What’s more, it had morphed in a grotesque and terrible way. It was easily three to four meters tall now with arms four to five meters long. Thin roots connected its top and bottom halves like the trunk of a horrific tree. Head, arms, and body jerked irregularly in an unsettling and unnatural fashion.

It continued to gather itself together. Only a few moments more and all of Gabriel’s efforts would be reversed. The grim realization struck them all at the same time – this thing couldn’t be killed! Worse, other coffins were starting to open as well. Gnarled hands shoved the wooden lids open, and more shamblers stepped into the chamber, creatures that had once been men and women but were now indescribable horrors.

Cloudhawk watched wide-eyed, and as he did, a sickening sense of familiarity flashed through his brain along with a single word.

Seraphs!


26 / Unremitting Danger


These creatures were similar to the protofiends Cloudhawk had encountered deep beneath Skycloud. Only, perhaps more complete – more like Blackfiend the Undying or Seraphs.

Fiends and Seraphs. They were the same in the end, human-shaped relics.

Reputedly, the creation of these creatures required the blood of a god or demon, hence their dramatic names1. Presumably, the rigors of their creation were demanding. It could be assumed such since there was no mention of vast quantities of either Seraphs or Fiends during the Great War.

The Charnel Tree had to be some sort of… incubator, a way to turn the bodies of the Vale’s ancestors into servile relics. In that way, it wasn’t very different from the chrysalises the protofiends had come from, just older. Obviously, it needed more time to do its work.

Dryads, they were called. And they used to be human, elders, in fact, with varying levels of psychic and spiritual power. That made them fine material for Dryad creation. In other words, while the process of creating a Dryad was much longer than the process that spawned protofiends beneath Skycloud, the final product was far more complete. They were more like Squall’s formidable Blackfiend – only, there were quite a few here now.

“Mother… Father. Elders! Why can’t you rest?!”

Panic-stricken, Autumn stared in horror at the Dryads. She couldn’t really tell which of them were her parents. They were all featureless creations of old bone and bark. But they were there, part of this nightmare coterie. She felt a pang of despair that began smolder into anger.

“You were the leaders of our Vale! Servants of the Shepherd! Why have you been turned into demons?!”

“Hey, calm down. They aren’t demons – they’re probably closer to your god now than they ever were.” Cloudhawk could only imagine how much of a blow this was to her, but they were in a dire mess, and if Autumn lost her head, they were done for. “They can’t think for themselves anymore so don’t scream yourself hoarse for nothing.”

However, Autumn couldn’t accept this. These were people she loved and respected, changed into abominations that were neither human nor spirit.

“They’re just relics with human shapes. Like dolls!” Cloudhawk could feel the vibrations growing stronger in the Dryads with each passing moment. It felt identical to when he fought the protofiends. The cold sweat that trickled down his spine was familiar too. “Stop them. You have to. Otherwise, we’re all dead!”

It was easier said than done. He didn’t have time to explain to her what he knew had happened, and he probably couldn’t even if he did. A few sentences were all he could manage as the Dryads began to close in on them.

Their bodies hummed with awakening energy. Vines as sharp as spears were spat from unliving flesh towards them.

The old drunk’s face darkened at the same moment he summoned the power from his relic. Golden light arose from Dawnguard, sweeping out to meet the vines and blasting them apart. Haphazard attacks from the others followed, yet nothing could stop the Dryads.

Claudia jumped into the air and summoned the power of Tempest Flower. Scores of metallic petals exploded outward and dug into the Dryads’ bodies, peppering them with shrapnel.

Belinda flung fireball after fireball at anything that moved. Dryads burned but never stopped their attacks for an instant.

Now, instead of tree people, they were shambling pyres of wood and metal. No living creature could have withstood such a vicious combo, but the Dryads were unfazed.

Ignoring the biting metal and roaring flames, they continued to manipulate lashing roots towards the invaders. Those closest to them shuddered as clouds of spores were ejected from their bodies. Fires were instantly extinguished, and the cloud spread out over the others.

“Watch out for poison!” They shuffled backward to keep themselves outside of the toxic cloud.

However, some of the spores managed to land on Rei’s lily-white face and neck. Blinding pain paired with a maddening itch immediately racked her nervous system. Lines of purple spread out from the point of contact, marring her fair skin as the poison sought an artery.

Evidently, the spores produced their toxin quickly and spread it just as fast. She screamed in agony and fell to the ground. Patches of repulsive, rough skin arose on Rei’s face and neck.

Raising his hammer high, Butcher roared and flung it at the Dryads. It spun end over end, striking the nearest one with thousands of pounds of force squarely in the chest. Force equivalent to being crushed by an elephant blasted through it, causing the Dryad’s body to explode into pieces. The residual force from the impact actually knocked the other Dryads around it off their feet.

Useless. The mangled pieces of his victim’s body quickly reassembled.

The hammer returned to its owner, but it had brought some of the spores back with it. Butcher snatched his weapon back and felt it immediately as the spores settled onto his right hand. Even for him, the pain was almost more than he could ignore. It felt like fire coursing up the nerves of his arm while purple fluid bubbled under the surface of newly forming malignant skin. The reactions were so fast that he only had time to stare in shock.

“Fire!”

Belinda understood what Butcher meant. She summoned her fire and put it to his arm. The smell and sound of scorching flesh filled the air, but it stopped the growth from expanding. Butcher watched his flesh burn black without even batting an eye like pain wasn’t a sensation he could register.

Nearby, Barb and the Sutherland brothers were trying to fight off the Dryads with exorcist bows. Claudia pummeled them with a cutting rain of metal. Belinda flung her orbs of fire without pause. While the Dryads weren’t particularly fast, nothing the invaders did slowed them down. Morale was quickly collapsing. They’d never fought enemies they couldn’t kill before.

Cloudhawk’s face grew darker with every step they were pushed backward. “Can you make them stop or not?!”

Autumn wasn’t an idiot. She was going to get them all killed if she didn’t try something.

She put her faith in the flute, her only recourse. Putting it to her lips, she took a deep breath and blew, her mind fixed on a single thought: Stop! A pure note arose and hung in the air, washing over the Dryads. They stopped… but Autumn’s heart sank as half a beat later, they resumed their forward trudge.

Anger had crept into Cloudhawk’s voice as his nerves began to fray. “That fucking useless piece of shit flute! Can it do anything?!”

Autumn felt her eyes burn as tears threatened to rise. She didn’t want this! They were under assault, and any minute now, they would be overrun. She didn’t know what to do!

Cloudhawk forced himself to be calm and looked around. His keen eyes began to spot details like the fact that the Dryads’ attacks were all avoiding Autumn.

Like… they didn’t see her at all. The Dryads were only trying to attack the people who weren’t supposed to be here.

Autumn had the blood of her ancestors who were leaders of the tribe. They would allow her to pass unmolested. In fact, it was more than likely all of these troubles wouldn’t have happened if she’d come alone. At least she was safe, even if the others were increasingly likely to meet their deaths here.

The Dryads couldn’t be defeated. After all, humans only had so much stamina. It was foolish to try and defeat a creature that could never tire and never stop. Even a Master Demon Hunter could run out of strength, so there was only one method left to try. He needed to try to sever their connection to whatever power kept them alive. Cut them off from the source!

“These things are drawing their strength from the tree!”

Cloudhawk decisively pulled Basilisk off his back and pulled back on the string. An almost imperceptible twang thrummed among the din. The arrow had immediately shot into the chest of one of the Dryads, turning the upper portion of its body to stone. Its upper body crumbled apart, shattering against the floor on impact and scattering in all directions. This sort of attack would at least slow the relic’s recovery.

“Autumn, these things aren’t after you. Help the others, and the rest of you cover me. I’m going after this fuckin’ tree!”

Cloudhawk jumped into action before anyone could protest. However, the Dryads seemed to know his plan.

They centered their assault on him, and all of a sudden, Cloudhawk was faced with a wall of deadly opposition. The phase stone’s power sprang to life so that poison spores and piercing vines passed through him harmlessly.

Life and death depended on this ploy!

Cloudhawk rushed through the crowd of Dryads protecting their tree with Basilisk at the ready. He fired several arrows, one after another, all aimed for the Charnel Tree. Where they struck, dark bark started to petrify.

The Dryads went mad, doing everything in their power to try and tear Cloudhawk apart. Having been forced to drop his phase field to attack the tree, he was left exposed.

“Go!” The drunk blessed Cloudhawk with Dawnguard’s light while swinging his iron cane. A blast of power issued forth and knocked several of the Dryads aside. Butcher, Barb, Claudia, and her squad all rushed in to cover him with Autumn leading the charge.

Thankfully, the Dryads didn’t seem very intelligent. The others hid behind Autumn, using her as a shield, which temporarily confounded their attacks. It was a brief respite but was enough to give everyone the breathing room they needed.

Cloudhawk arrived before the Charnel Tree. His Silver Serpents sprang into view, turning to streaks of silver as he hacked at the petrified bark. Cold steel flashed like he was chopping vegetables until – BOOM! A concussive blast rocked the chamber.

All at once, the Dryads became sluggish, then still.

The old man laid into one of them with his shining cane, smacking it to the ground. It didn’t get back up this time. He turned his vicious attacks onto the others.

“We did it!” Belinda caught one of the Dryads with a fireball and burned it to ash.

“You’re incredible, Warden!” She was practically jumping for joy. Her admiration for the scandalous demon hunter only grew with each passing battle to the point where it was almost zealous. It was only natural – force someone to confront the possibility of death, and emotions will rise.

Cloudhawk’s quick thinking and decisive action had saved their lives. Everyone knew it.

But before they could celebrate too long, several lumbering bodies appeared in the hallway they came from. While Cloudhawk and his crew were cleaning up the Dryads, they used the distraction to launch a surprise attack.

“Shit, dragons!” He couldn’t for the life of him figure out what these damn things were doing down here, nor did he have much time to ponder. They were upon the group of humans in an instant. One of them knocked Barb to the ground and pinned her there. Another caught Gabriel in a bull rush.

It was then that they noticed black-clad people clutching to the dragons’ backs. They had Elysian-made rapid fire crossbows in their hands that spat a volley of deadly bolts. This sudden, violent sneak attack caught them all off guard.

Claudia and her squad were quickly surrounded.

It was too quick, and the dragon riders had specifically zeroed in on the weakest invaders. They were overwhelmed. Claudia fended off many of the bolts but caught several in the chest and shoulder. Her squad mates suffered worse and were quickly brought to the ground.

Claudia was so furious that she was seeing red, but the dragon riders were on her before she could react. They’d circled around them now and were closing in for another attack.


27 / Another Narrow Escape


Cloudhawk was furious! These piece-of-shit cocksucking motherfuckers! Sneaking up on them like a bunch of pussies!

Adder must have known that Cloudhawk could sense relics, so the assassins he sent were not demon hunters. Without any resonance to give them away, they were able to sneak up and catch them unawares.

It was standard practice for Cloudhawk to use Oddball as his eyes and ears in a fight. He’d usually send the bird out to survey the situation while he fought to keep an eye on the flow of the battlefield. Due to their connection as divine beast and master, the moment Oddball recognized a threat, it was conveyed to Cloudhawk.

And yet, that was the problem. Cloudhawk was nearly impossible to sneak up on, so he was caught completely off-guard when it actually happened. In the fury and chaos of their fight with the Dryads, he’d completely missed the black-clad dragon riders lurking in the shadows. Their sudden arrival took everyone by surprise.

Their timing was impeccable. Two minutes earlier and they would also have been sucked into the fight with the Dryads. Two minutes later and their targets wouldn’t have been distracted enough for them to get the drop on them.

None of them anticipated the sudden, suicidal attack that came just as they were finishing off the Dryads. It was too perfect, so even though Cloudhawk and his crew were greater in skill and numbers, they were still left with a disadvantage due to the surprise attack.

A salvo of arrows flooded the room. The attackers set about reloading.

As one of the men in black was raising his crossbow to fire again, a beam of golden light flashed right for him. It struck his weapon first, tearing it apart as though it were made of paper. The light continued through his chest and burst out the other side, leaving a fist-sized hole in its wake.

The indomitable light continued. It pierced through a second assassin nearby.

Cloudhawk urged Oddball to attack his foes through their mental connection and flooded the bird with his psychic energies. With its master’s aid, Oddball reached speeds three to four times faster than normal. With its sturdy body, the pudgy critter had more stopping power than a crossbow bolt. Adder’s piddling soldiers couldn’t defend themselves. Several flashes later, the corpses of the assassins slumped against the backs of the dragons they rode.

Meanwhile, Cloudhawk teleported into the center of the Dryads with the Silver Serpents clenched in both hands. He hacked and cut, blocked and dodged, doing everything he could to handle the freaks while the others fended for themselves.

The old drunk saw what he was doing and knew how to react. Cloudhawk was giving him the space he needed.

Thus, the crippled old man turned his sights on another target. He disengaged from the Dryads and leaped into the air, coming down on a nearby dragon like a comet. The beast opened its maw wide to greet him but was met by the drunk’s iron cane. The impact shattered the dragon’s skull.

It whined piteously and slumped to the ground. Without missing a beat, the old man kicked off its back towards the next dragon. While these beasts were well-protected against demon hunters, martial artists like this old man were their bane.

One pass, three moves. The dragon was incapable of protecting itself from the withered alcoholic.

Five more were quickly dispatched. If their brains weren’t scrambled, then their spines were shattered. Not all died, but whether or not they still drew breath, they were no longer a threat.

While the old man was dealing with the dragons, Cloudhawk had managed to cut down four of the Dryads. The rest of their small party – still stunned by the sudden, vicious sneak attack – had yet to come to their senses.

And yet, even though Cloudhawk heedlessly threw himself at these creatures, there were simply too many for him to handle on his own. His body was covered in toxic spores, which caused cancerous growths to spring up all over exposed skin. Roots from the malicious tumors dug into his nerves, causing excruciating pain – worse than Cloudhawk could put into words. Of course, he had learned how to tolerate pain, and he didn’t let it throw him off. Trespasser, he knew, was working hard inside of him. The growth and poison wouldn’t get any further than skin deep.

No, it was the large number of Dryads that remained that gave him the most anxiety presently. Their continuous attacks had broken through Cloudhawk’s defenses, and in rapid response, they lashed out with dozens of stabbing vines — not just at him, it was at everyone.

Cloudhawk’s face darkened. Riddled with tumorous growths, he still flung himself bodily in front of the vines to protect the others. Only, it was too late. Claudia, her squad, Gabriel, Butcher, and the others were in sudden and lethal danger.

In this critical instant, there was a streak of green light as a silhouette joined the fray. Autumn, ignoring the threat to her own life, put herself between the others and those vines. Her hands were out in front of her entreating them to stop.

What seemed like a hundred razor-sharp creepers thrashed through the air right towards her. Millimeters before they reached her face, they stopped.

But not all of them. Some were already too close. Perhaps a dozen lodged themselves into Autumn’s frail body, wounding her gravely. With a pained grunt, she fell to her knees.

What was the use of risking her life like that? How much space could her tiny frame protect?

The vine attacks from the Dryads were fully encompassing, reaching all around in all directions. Their sharp feelers quickly slithered around her and continued towards their targets.

Everyone felt the raw murderous intent wash over them as their situation shifted into peril once again.

Flashes of almost imperceptible cold light filled the air as the vines were suddenly neatly chopped to pieces. It was like the sharpest beams of laser light descended on them all at once with every incision being impossibly smooth and clean.

Before the Dryads could recover from the unexpected counterattack, flashes of silver assailed them. Dozens of needle-thin streaks shot at and among them. Strange oblong daggers peppered their foes. They glowed brilliantly, which indicated the power that rushed through them.

Gabriel manipulated the Shadethread as he glared malevolently at the Dryads. His face was a dark and twisted mask of rage, and mad laughter rang from his throat. He sounded like a wild animal, elated and infuriated all at once.

“You jackass! You should have let me out long ago!” Naberius’s voice was unnatural as it rolled from Gabriel’s throat. “You almost let these pieces of shit kill me!”

Murderous intent flooded the chamber like an icy deluge.

With a low, hysterical roar, Naberius clenched his fingers. The Shadethread stitched together and tightened. Streaks of faint silver light raced through the Dryads as easily as reaping wheat. In an instant, most of the tree relics collapsed into piles of cleanly severed chunks.

No wonder it was so strong… Naberius had come out to join them.

Cloudhawk was very familiar with the relationship between Gabriel and Naberius. They were two minds sharing one body, each with very different outlooks and methods. Under most circumstances, it was Gabriel, a handsome, almost shy gentleman, who retained control. Sometimes, however, when the circumstances were most dire or when provoked, Naberius stirred.

Naberius didn’t need to train. As the saying went, “where the priest takes one step, the devil takes ten.” Each time Gabriel saw his skills improve, Naberius, nestled deep within, was reaping the greatest benefits, growing stronger by leaps and bounds.

As such, even though “Naberius” never trained his skills, he would always be stronger than Gabriel. It was the most frightening aspect of this dark personality.

It was the first time Cloudhawk had seen Naberius use the full extent of his power. From what he was witnessing, he guessed Naberius could go toe-to-toe against a veteran demon hunter at this point and come out victorious.

Powerful as the Dryads were, they were puppets without someone pulling the strings. Without a unifying focus or minds of their own, they paid no heed to Naberius even after watching him carve the others into pieces. They stared dumbly as Naberius weaved the Shadethread around them and pulled.

Whoosh! The strings constricted.

The long daggers streaked back to their owner. The weapons were only about as long as a man’s pinky and about a centimeter thick. They resembled a weaver’s needle and were perfectly suited for piercing flesh. Whatever they were, they had to be relics unique to Naberius.

“Kill me? You shambling, worthless pieces of refuse think you can kill me?!”

Naberius erupted into egomaniacal laughter as he flung his dagger once again. The silver weapon split into several dozen with each one leading a thread humming with power.

The Dryads became the focus of this madman, and he used them to vent his insanity. On average, each one was severed into a dozen pieces. They pitched and writhed upon the ground like dying serpents, no longer a threat.

Yet, although the threat was handled, Naberius was not assuaged. After so long, he needed more. He needed release. How could a few moments and a group of tree men be enough to satiate him? He needed to kill. He wanted fresh blood. He wanted to hear their pained wails and cries for mercy!

Bloodshot eyes dragged over to Butcher. The smile that stretched over his twisted face could only be described as obscene. “You wanted to seek vengeance for what I did, didn’t you? Now’s as good a time as any!”

Butcher froze. He thought he’d grown strong over the years, but after seeing what Naberius did to the Dryads, he realized how laughable his assumptions were.

This monster was as strong as a veteran demon hunter now, perhaps stronger. There was no situation in which Butcher could face someone this strong and hope to emerge with the upper hand.

“Get your shit together!” Cloudhawk stormed over from behind, fixing Naberius with a hard glare. He’d spent several years with Gabriel by this point, and although he wasn’t familiar with the full extent of Naberius’s strength, they were still acquaintances.

Naberius licked his lips. “What makes you think you have the right to give me orders? Gabriel, the spineless shit, might be willing to work for you – but not me. I hate it. I hate it! I’ll kill both of you! I’ll carve you to shreds! I’ll chop you into pieces!”

Fires blazed in the depths of Cloudhawk’s eyes. “Just you fucking try.”

However, Naberius met the hard gaze with disdain. “This cheap trick of yours means nothing. Fight fair if you’re able.”

Cloudhawk’s psychic assault worked on demon hunters of similar strength and caused them to hesitate, grow dizzy, or feel pain. Against those with weaker mental constitutions, it could cause hallucinations, take control of them, or otherwise completely rob them of their consciousness.

Naberius was a creature of decidedly unstable mental bearing, which made him vulnerable to attacks on his psyche. He only came to the surface while suppressing Gabriel, and if that control faltered, he would be swallowed up. At that point, there would be no need to fight. Cloudhawk had no time to deal with the psycho. He had to see to the wounded. And so, he turned away and looked first at Autumn. There was a lot of blood and several wounds, but he could tell her breathing was even. Nothing serious. A low cry reached him then. Claudia was on the ground with a small girl clutching to her back. Her shoulders were shaking, and in her lap was a red-haired girl. Belinda had been shot by seven or eight bolts from the assassins. All of them were lodged superficially, all but one. It’d caught her in the temple and was lodged into her brain. The damage was clear. She lay twitching in Claudia’s arms with pupils dilated and clutching at something unseen. Cloudhawk’s heart raced. “Rei? Rei, get your ass over here!” The healer was just coming around from a coma induced by the Dryad spores. Once she saw the scene, she came scrambling over. She looked over Belinda, and the tears quickly began to flow. “I can’t heal her.” “What the fuck do you mean you can’t heal her?!” Looking down at her crestfallen face, it took everything he had not to smack her. How did the university allow someone this weak through their program? “I’m ordering you to heal her now!”

Rei tenderly pulled the bolt from her friend’s skull. It came back clinging to bits of brain matter. A faint, green light pulsed at the end of it. With her hands glowing, Rei set about reconstructing Belinda’s brain and skull.

But, she knew what happened. This wasn’t something she could heal. All she could do was fix the surface damage and cry.

“Belinda’s brain has been permanently damaged. The bolt was poisoned, and by now, it’s spread everywhere. I… I can’t heal her.”

Rei’s abilities worked miracles on all areas of the body – except the brain. It was too complicated a structure, and when it broke, it wasn’t easily repaired.

But even then, what if she could heal it?

The assassins’ bolts were all poisoned. The toxin was so deadly that a normal person would die almost instantly. Even a demon hunter would have to fight. Once it was in her brain, though, there was no healing that.

But in testament to her strength, Belinda still had some semblance of consciousness. “W-warden...”

Cloudhawk reached out and clutched her groping hand. Her breathing was growing weaker, and blood had started to invade the whites of her eyes.

“I always… w-wanted to tell you s-s-sorry. I shouldn’t have… been so r-rude to you… before...”

Claudia was holding tightly to her other hand. “Don’t talk.”

“N-no.. I w-want to. It’s m-m-my last ch… chance. I d-don’t want to go. I don’t want to.” Her body was wracked with uncontrollable tics. “I don’t w-want to d-die here. I d-don’t.. I don’t… Sarge. I don’t want...”

She muttered the words over and over again until her body went still. Her eyes were open and staring into the distance, but there was nothing in there anymore.

The look on Claudia’s face was beyond pain. She could feel the despair and unwillingness in Belinda’s heart as she went. Such a young, talented girl… top of her class. Her life had held so much promise.

A child! Sixteen years old! Only sixteen!

She had the potential to become a respected, powerful demon hunter. She had the sort of talent people envied. Ambitious… with such lofty dreams. But she never boasted, never held it over the rest of her peers. All of it wasted. Cut short before she could do anything with her gifts.

There was no greater tragedy than when a brilliant light was snuffed out.


28 / Hidden Secret


What a shame. What a goddamn shame.

Cloudhawk looked down at Belinda’s body and felt his heart sink into the pit of his stomach.

She was the most promising of Claudia’s squad. She had looks, aptitude, intelligence, and a unique outlook. Although she hardly knew anything about the world, she’d been so full of confidence that it bordered on arrogance. But, weren’t all young people the same? Why did Fate choose to rob her of a chance to live?

If she’d have survived, Belinda would have returned to Skycloud and become a skilled demon hunter. At the very least, she would quickly surpass her sergeant, Claudia. Belinda would have been a name to remember in Skycloud. But now, she was just a cold body.

What a loss. No doubt, when the rising stars burn out early, it’s always a tragedy.

Rei hugged Belinda's body and sobbed. Her own wounds weren’t healed yet, and the growth still festered on her face. If she didn’t deal with it soon, it would permanently scar her, but the pain of her loss was all-consuming. She didn’t care about something so inane as her looks.

Crain and Tigron were also wiping away tears. Both young men were wracked with shame.

When Mason died, they were furious but not sad. But Belinda was their age. She was the gifted one, someone they’d known for a long time. As fellow graduates, they shared a deeper connection.

Seeing a friend die in front of their eyes… they couldn’t hide the pain it caused them.

Of all of them, Belinda was the one that was supposed to survive! Either brother would have gladly traded his life because the entire rest of the team together couldn’t add up to her potential.

Claudia reached out and gently shut Belinda’s sightless eyes. She rose back to her feet and looked at the others with a face devoid of emotion. She wasn’t the same girl who entered the wastelands for the first time all those years ago. She was familiar with loss.

A squad member’s death was a leader’s failure. She felt the grief, the shame, and the remorse – but she was their sergeant. Claudia put all of that away. Her words were solemn and gentle as she wished Belinda’s spirit an eternity in the embrace of the gods among the vaulted peaks of Sumeru. The remaining squad gathered around and offered their fallen comrade a final salute.

Barb was touched by what she saw. Even Butcher, ugly as his spirit was, had respect for the young girl who’d given her life. So long as Skycloud had demon hunters as dedicated as she, it would flourish.

Azura was hiding behind a stele, quietly watching. She hid the moment the fighting started since she couldn’t help. Because she was no sort of threat, she was ignored by the creatures that tried to kill her friends. She was like a little rabbit, and who was threatened by a little rabbit?

Her big blue eyes were fixed on Belinda in her final moments, and she felt the cold sensation take root in her heart. It was hard for her to grasp that she would never see the youthful, powerful elder sister again. Just a second ago, she’d been… this was death, cruel and impartial.

Autumn had been wounded badly by the Dryads, but with a little healing, she was stable. Belinda’s death struck her to the core. She was out here doing her duty, and this is what it earned her. She was beginning to understand how important strength and responsibility were.

The old drunk was as cold as steel. A life like his, you became closely acquainted with death. He opened his mouth to say something but stopped when he heard something. He was immediately on alert.

“That’s enough. We don’t have time to sit here and cry over our loss. Pack it up, we need to move.”

About then, Cloudhawk could also sense that something wasn’t right. On instinct, he turned his eyes to the tree and went rigid. The Dryads, all cut into pieces, weren’t dead. All the various pieces of them were slithering together.

They were all balls of whipping tentacles like hideous octopuses. Vines slithered every which way, latching on to whatever was close and pulling the pieces back together. The Dryads didn’t reconstitute themselves completely – more like they were patched back together by a bad tailor – the disparate pieces instead became one monstrous amalgamation.

The abomination was easily four meters tall, ugly as hell, and haphazardly put together. Vines poked out from the various fissures in it like excess thread or sprouting hair waving incessantly.

It hadn’t pulled itself together entirely yet, but the threat it posed was clearly felt by everyone. Eager to rend the invaders from limb to limb, it trundled forward though its legs could not fully support the bulk of its body yet.

The Charnel Tree was destroyed. Why weren’t these monsters dead? Cloudhawk scowled, his brows knit tightly in thought. He’d oversimplified their predicament. The creatures didn’t just draw energy from the tree. They had energy of their own as well. It was foolish to think ripping them apart just once would be enough.

Shit. Watching the shambling horror approach, Cloudhawk’s mind went immediately to that old fucker Majjhima and the creatures he’d been hatching. He’d had perhaps a dozen of those protofiends at his beck and call, and when he absorbed their power, he was almost too much to deal with. It was easy to assume, then, that this monster they faced now was at least as dangerous.

They weren’t strong enough to handle the super Dryad on their own.

“Move it, go! We need to get out of here.”

Cloudhawk shouted the order, hoping to get them mobile before the Dryad completely formed. Autumn pointed them towards a hall entrance in the back, and they began to flee in that direction.

As they all pressed into the relative safety of the hall, they heard a terrible roar from behind. Autumn looked back and felt the icy grip of fear take her. The massive Dryad was fully formed, and all over its body – from its shoulders to its chest to its arms – was a mass of savage-looking faces. Its head was four faces pressed together that could see in all directions at once. It was a creature that she couldn’t have imagined in the depths of her darkest nightmares.

The chamber’s floor began to crack as countless vines burst out from it.

Before their eyes, the antechamber became a writhing mass as vines reached out from everywhere. The Dryad crouched as wave after wave of undulating vines brought it forward at incredible speeds towards the invaders.

Autumn gasped in a trembling voice. “Close the door!”

Cloudhawk and the drunk heaved against the door, forcing the heavy portal shut. They managed to close it before the deluge of flora could reach them, but the whole area shook from the impact as the Dryad raged against the doorway. No one knew how long the barrier would last.

Not long. Small creepers were already finding their way through cracks in the door and frame. It wasn’t going to be enough to keep the monster at bay.

“This damn thing is too strong. Forget it, keep going deeper!”

Cloudhawk led the others down the hall, the blind leading the blind, racing as fast as their legs could take them. But, it didn’t matter which way they turned or how fast they ran, vines were whipping at their heels. The Dryad’s strength seemed limitless, and it kept on them like stink on shit.

Luckily, the mausoleum was massive, and its construction labyrinthine. Cloudhawk threw himself down whichever path presented itself without any bearing until they came upon a cave. It was different from the rest of the mausoleum, whose halls were made of tree roots and chambers were all deliberately constructed. In contrast, the cave looked perfectly natural.

Cloudhawk asked Autumn about it, but she was at a loss. The mausoleum had been a mystery since ancient times, a place forbidden to all but a handful. Any sacrifices were left outside in the chamber they’d already passed through, and dead elders were interred in the Charnel Tree. Beyond that, even tribal leaders rarely ventured far into the tomb.

This deep into the Shepherd’s final resting place, Autumn doubted anyone was familiar with the layout. She’d never heard anything about the deeper sections, much less a cavern.

But, they didn’t have time to mull over it. The Dryad chasing them was ruthless and tireless. Since there was no other way forward, they would have to take their chances with the cave. Cloudhawk and the others pushed ahead.

As expected, it was a natural cavern. However, somewhat unexpected was the damp and fetid air that smelled of putrid meat.

Barb appeared to sense something out of sorts. “Look, what is that?”

The cave floor was dotted with eggs, the smallest being three times the size of a typical bird egg. The shells were pale white though slightly opaque to reveal a faint green hue inside. Barb hefted her exorcist rod and gave one a few good smacks. When it cracked open, something spilled out, covered in a viscous fluid.

It looked rather like a bird with no feathers that was covered in tender, pink flesh. Whatever had been growing in the egg was mostly formed, more or less ready to fight its way out into the world.

The party picked their way among the eggs and deeper into the cavern.

As more of the area was revealed to them, everyone was shocked to find that the whole place was covered in eggs. Autumn, in particular, was stunned that she’d never heard of this place. Where were they? What was this place? What was such a strange cavern doing in the middle of her god’s mausoleum?

It was around then that Cloudhawk, who had taken the lead, felt the ground tremble ever so slightly. It was faint like a brief electric buzz. His face scrunched into an expression of confusion.

The old man saw it. “What’s wrong?”

Cloudhawk waved him quiet. His eyes peered into the darkness of the cavern and then asked Autumn a thoughtful question, “How much do you know about the mausoleum? Is it really just where the Shepherd’s body is buried?”

The question took her off guard. She wasn’t sure why Cloudhawk would suddenly think otherwise.

The others also began to feel an unsettling air settle over them. If it was really just a tomb, why would there be protectors as strong as the Dryads? What were all these eggs doing here?

“Honestly… I don’t know. It is said among my people that the Vale’s greatest secret is hidden deep in the mausoleum. Although, none of our elders going back generations knew what that was. Legends say that whatever it is, it was the reason Woodland Vale was created. Our greatest treasure.”

She paused, and her eyebrows furrowed in thought.

“With all the changes in the mausoleum, I suspect the elder is using outside powers. He must be trying to discover this secret. We can’t have much time.”

Adder? That asshole just loved to cause problems!

Cloudhawk’s eyes hardened with the promise of violence.


29 / Between the Hammer and the Anvil


Of course, it wasn’t so simple.

What caused Cloudhawk to ask the question was something strange he’d heard, a sound he’d encountered only twice before. The first time was several years ago in the wastelands, the first time he came upon the phase stone. The second was when he found the skull in Hell’s Valley.

And then, now.

Cloudhawk wasn’t even strong enough to summon a tenth of the phase stone’s power. He couldn’t recall a tenth of the lifetime of memories that’d been trapped in the skull. But even so, he could guess with a fair amount of confidence that Shepherd and… whoever had owned the phase stone before him had some kind of connection. Whatever secret was hidden in the mausoleum had something to do with this sound. What exactly, though, he couldn’t guess. They would just have to continue to find out.

Man, whatever his benefactor was, he was strong.

He hid something here, and the Shepherd built an entire secret garden to protect it. It was almost hard to believe. What exactly was the creature that had gifted Cloudhawk so much? He was beginning to sound like some sort of god!

Crrack-crack-crack! The faint sound of grinding stone reached their ears.

Cloudhawk learned from Oddball that the monster chasing them had reached the cavern entrance. It was following their trail and would soon be upon them.

“Son of a bitch. That leafy cocksucker is still after us.” There was no question that the Dryad was strong. If it caught them here, they weren’t going to escape intact. He called for everyone’s attention, “Follow me!”

He followed the familiar resonance deeper into the cavern. Much to everyone’s surprise, the natural cave was part of a complicated system of tunnels.

This time, as Cloudhawk led the small party, he wasn’t picking directions at random. He focused on that odd feeling, a sort of hunch that nagged at the back of his mind. If he could just get to where the call was coming from, it was for sure where the elder was hiding.

They were close.

Very close.

As they closed in on the source, a deep growl emerged from the darkness of the caverns. A green body darted at them, as fast as an arrow. It was as fast and ferocious as a tiger and reached for them with razor-like talons.

“Excellency, watch out!”

The rod in Barb’s hands roared like a hurricane as she heaved it towards their attacker. Boom! A pulse of concussive force that was hard to see with the naked eye shuddered through the air. It slammed directly into her target.

The sound of a dozen bones snapping followed. The creature was flung against a nearby wall so hard that it was almost liquefied.

Barb was panting. “Where did that thing come from? It just came out of nowhere for his Excellency!”

Autumn pointed at the body and muttered with surprise, “It looks a lot like a dragon.”

Everyone took a closer look. Shit… she was right.

It was lizard-like, and the whole body was covered in green scales. A pair of immature wings were folded against its back. It was a dragon, wasn’t it?

All at once, it hit them. This is where the dragons were coming from!

What Barb pulled out from the egg was an unborn dragon. The one they just killed must have been out for a while but not yet fully grown. That was why it was so weak.

After seeing all those eggs in the cavern, it was no longer a surprise why there were so many of them flying around the skies of Woodland Vale now. If the Valites knew that these creatures that threatened them came from the bowels of their god’s mausoleum, what would they think?

They didn’t stand around to ponder the question, for lithe green-scaled bodies began to slither towards them from the surrounding caverns.

All of them were immature dragons. They were about the size of tigers but didn’t have the power or defenses of their grown brethren. What made them dangerous was the sheer number. With the Dryad closing in, they were running headlong out of the frying pan and into the fire. Only way out was to cut a path forward.

Naberius wasn’t bothered by the flood of critters. On the contrary, he was elated. A fervent bloodlust burned in his eyes. “I’ve been locked up for so long. Then, I’m let out and all we do is run, run, run! Now, I get to kill! Ah-hahahaha!”

His mad cackling rang off the walls as Naberius launched an attack.

Right away, several of the dragons were carved to pieces. More came, dozens of them like an army of ants, gnashing teeth and swiping claws. But, Naberius only laughed maniacally as he plucked his Shadethread. He wrapped them around the throat of a nearby dragonling and pulled, severing its head from its body. Silvery needles embedded themselves in the abdomen of another and then dragged across, eviscerating it. Blood and organs spilled across the cavern floor.

“Even this psychopath can’t handle them all himself. Let’s help.”

It was obvious to Cloudhawk now that he’d miscalculated how dangerous this mission was. If he’d known, he wouldn’t have brought all these people with him. He especially wouldn’t have put Azura in this sort of life-threatening environment. All he wanted was to give the girl a chance to see the world. Now, he was struggling to keep himself safe, much less his disciple.

The child looked up at him. “Teacher, I want to fight too!”

Autumn spoke up as well, “Give me a weapon! I won’t stand here and be useless.”

Cloudhawk was struck by their determination. Activating the power of his phase stone, he pulled out two weapons and handed one to each. “You two protect yourselves.”

Azura clutched the Elysian crossbow in both arms and, even still, struggled to hold it straight. Her eyes were wide as a vicious dragon came leaping towards her. Fear was obvious in those big blue eyes, but she didn’t hesitate. Almost by instinct, she leveled the crossbow and pulled the trigger.

Thunk-thunk!

Elysian excelled in craftsmanship, so when the two frail girls fired their crossbows, neither was knocked back by the recoil. Their bolts assailed the nearest dragons, as deadly as a hail of gunfire. Several hit the ground with bolts jutting from their skulls.

Cloudhawk nodded approvingly. “Well done. Let’s go.”

Azura heard her heart racing in her ears. Her little face was flushed with excitement, and holding the crossbow high, she shouted, “I’m ready to fight with you, teacher, shoulder-to-shoulder!”

Although these dragons weren’t fully grown, they still fought as hard as an average wastelands mutant beast. They’d stumbled into their home, and there had to be hundreds of hungry lizards desperate to take a bite out of them.

Cloudhawk, the drunk, and Naberius took the fore. They were the strongest fighters and tried to keep the rest of the group at least partially covered. They pushed forward through the throng, leaving in their wake a trail of blood and viscera. The broken bodies of the dragons were left in heaps.

Claudia kept Autumn and Azura safe in the middle of their crew while offering long-range support to the front. Rei had also picked up a bow and was firing at whatever got too close. Barb, Tigron, and Crain took up the rear.

Thankfully, it didn’t turn out as difficult as they feared. The dragons numbered in the hundreds, but cramped passageways meant they only needed to face three or four at a time. Cloudhawk and the others were trained killers. They knew how to handle themselves. A bunch of baby lizards wasn’t going to stop them. They forged ahead like a bulldozer. It took only a few minutes before thirty to forty corpses lined their path.

Cloudhawk was soaked in blood, scales, and bits of flesh. He and the others were cutting down the dragons almost faster than they could plug up the way forward, but he was not happy with their situation.

Oddball was in constant contact, and it was telling him that a large number of vines were reaching through the cavern. The Dryad was getting closer.

If it weren’t for all the fighting, everyone would have been able to hear Cloudhawk’s teeth as they ground together. He sped up as quickly as he dared, doing anything to get them out of danger faster. Suddenly, from deeper in the cavern, an angry roar emanated. This one was particularly fierce, and he felt it shudder through his bones.

A powerful, ice-cold bloodlust washed over them and seeped into their souls. The dragons felt it too, and as though on command, they scattered into every crack and crevice.

“Why are they running?”

“Because they were told to. It looks like we’re about to meet their mother.”

Barb shuddered as the roar started to work on her nerves.

Autumn had told them before that the reason the Shepherd’s flute didn’t work on the dragons was because a stronger will commanded them. Judging by the fact that hundreds of young dragons scattered at its call, they were about to find out where that will came from.

Claudia looked at Cloudhawk with a frown. “What do you think?”

He shook his head. “Nothing we can do. Whatever it is, we have to fight our way through!”

They walked into a wider portion of the caverns. Six fully grown dragons were crouched within, surrounding one that was different from the rest. It was a sort of dragon they’d never seen before.

It was at least half as large as the mature dragons beside it, but the most striking difference was its complete lack of scales. Instead, the whole thing looked like it was carved from emerald from head to toe. It looked nothing like a monster at all and more like some sort of incredible gemstone statue – if a statue could completely flood the cavern with murderous intent.

Barb was half-crouched, ready for anything. “Is this the dragon king?”

Cloudhawk nodded. “Yeah, it’s a divine beast.”

“You mean something like the chimera, Anima?” the old drunk asked.

Indeed. Cloudhawk could sense the familiar resonance coming from the dragon king’s body. It was the same one he felt from Oddball and the creature that guarded the Temple.

In addition, Cloudhawk could tell that the dragon king had something else in common with Anima. It was old – at least a thousand years old and fully grown. An infant creature like Oddball was a mere speck in comparison to a beast as ancient as this.

The dragon king had to have been the Shepherd’s back in the time when Woodland Vale was being created. It meant the Shepherd must have blessed the dragon king with the power to make lesser versions of itself, which it could control. With the death of its master, the dragon king’s eggs would no longer hatch and thus, it laid in wait, nestled in the darkness of the cavern.

Now, it seemed the dragon king had come to recognize a new master. The elder was the one causing the eggs to hatch and all the tragedy that followed.

Autumn’s flute was Shepherd’s, a powerful godly artifact. However, the dragon king was a thousand-year-old divine beast. Both were comparable in power, but Autumn was not strong enough to use it to its fullest – and certainly not strong enough to overcome the will of such an ancient thing.

A Dryad behind. The dragon king in front.

Now, they were really caught between the hammer and the anvil.


30 / Divide and Conquer


The dragon king gleamed with light like an emerald statue. Its presence filled the chamber with frigid menace. A pair of green eyes blazed with internal light, smoldering with anger, and each breath from the creature stirred the air around them. Even just in its breathing, the arrogance of command was obvious.

A thousand years old. This was no typical monster. The dragon king had to be at least as formidable as the Temple’s protector.

Autumn’s face had gone white. Barb was struck dumb with amazement. No one had anticipated that this creature would be what controlled the dragons.

Claudia broke the stunned silence. “Maybe we can convince the dragon king to fight the Dryad that’s after us.”

Urging the tiger to eat the wolf? A risky endeavor but if successful, it could save them from a dire situation.

“Are you joking? We’re caught between them with nowhere to go. The Dryad’s hunted us across this mausoleum, and we can’t go forward. That thing is determined to tear us apart, so what are we supposed to do, turn into air? Even if we were able to hide somehow, we are the Dryad’s target. Invaders. The dragon king has lived down here with them for a thousand years. What makes you think they’ll fight?”

While the Shepherd’s puppet was a mindless killing machine, the dragon king was not. It heard and understood everything they said. Its lips curled up into something that would be called a sneer on a human mouth.

A fierce and tyrannical aura poured off the creature. It slowly rose to its feet from a lying position, its long neck held high, and stretched its crystalline wings. Every inch of the magnificent creature looked like it was carved from precious gems.

It was preparing to attack! The dragon king roared! The sound echoed off the chamber walls and stole their will, causing the invaders to tremble in its presence.

Opening its toothy maw, a green light roiled in the dragon king’s throat. The breath attack poured out like a thunder wave. Cloudhawk and the others scattered in any direction they could to avoid it. The green tendrils of fire-like breath were so intense that the stone ground cracked underneath it. The whole cavern shook violently.

No quarter was given to the invaders. They were given no chance to fight back.

Towering above its children, the majestic dragon king roared an order. Lesser dragons standing guard nearby threw themselves into action without fear. Divine beasts were most threatening when drawing on the mental power of a master, but a creature like this – with age and ability to rival the Temple’s guardian – was a dire threat all on its own.

Though there were few who knew of it, Anima commanded great respect within Skycloud. It had the capability to sense danger for hundreds of kilometers in all directions, which made it the perfect protector for the Temple and, in fact, all of Skycloud City.

The dragon king’s unique ability was controlling lesser beings that were similar to itself. All of the hundreds of creatures stalking Woodland Vale’s skies were under the yoke of their king. Not even Autumn and the Shepherd’s flute could break its hold. That fact alone was enough to prove how fearsome an opponent the dragon king was.

Divine beasts did not have ordinary bodies. As part of that, they did not reproduce in the same way as other creatures. However, the dragons were natural entities, and after a thousand years of reproduction, their progeny filled the caves. There were enough of them to threaten the entire Conclave of Judgment if the Vale were to rise in defiance.

The old man shouted towards Cloudhawk, “Destroy their leader and the rest will follow. You go deal with Adder and the elder!”

Cloudhawk could sense that the source of the strange call was close. Adder and the Vale’s elder would be there too. Any other time, he might’ve been able to teleport right to where his targets were, but for the moment, there was a gemstone dragon in front of him and a hideous undying Dryad behind. Were the old drunk and Naberius enough to deal with both threats on their own?

He wasn’t strong enough to teleport all of them to safety.

“Why are you still wasting time?!” Naberius growled at him. “Let this wine-soaked hobo deal with the dragon. I’ll handle the monster that’s following us. If you aren’t going to go after the leaders, then just die and get out of everyone’s way!”

The old man’s power was without question. But could this psychopath really handle the Dryad by himself? Unlikely! It was suicide.

There was no more time to hesitate. Six dragons were closing-in in the wake of their king’s breath attack, ready to fulfill their deadly orders. Meanwhile, the dragon king remained behind, preparing another blast. Already, they could see sparkling energy gathering in the depths of its translucent throat. Was it preparing to coat them all in dragon’s breath this time?

“Alright, I’ll go confront Adder. Take care of yourselves!”

The decision was made, though it wasn’t like he had a choice. If they didn’t do anything, then they were all dead. He couldn’t take everyone with him, but he could take two. So, he called Autumn and Azura to him.

Since the Shepherd’s flute was useless here, she wasn’t any help in the fight. As for Azura, she was just a child. Although she was improving quickly, she still didn’t have the strength of even an average adult.

Leaving them stuck between the dragon king and the Dryad was leaving them in the path of the reaper’s scythe. Besides, they would probably get in the way of the others. So, he reached out with his mind for the phase stone, filled it with his power – and then, the three of them vanished from view.

With that, the old man grinned. He lightly tapped the ground with his cane. Each of his gentle motions caused the stones to crack. Sensing the danger wafting from him, the dragons didn’t rush in to clamp their teeth around his throat.

His cracked, yellow-toothed smirk never faltered. His hoarse voice called to one by his side, “Barb, young miss, stay and help me. The rest of you can handle that monster coming up behind us.”

“Then, we leave this overgrown lizard to you.” Without any further wasted words, Naberius raced back towards the mouth of the cave. Butcher, Claudia, and the three novices followed.

Barb used her exorcist rod to knock aside a clumsy swipe from one of the dragons. She was curious regarding the old man’s behavior. “Senior, why did you have me stay behind?”

“Aren’t you always bothering me about wanting to learn how to fight like a Templar?” he tepidly replied.

A sudden burst of force thrilled through her, and she focused it against a dragon. It went careening through the cave and smashed against a distant wall. She shook her head, tousling her short hair. A stern expression gave way to excitement and anxiety. “Senior… why do I get the feeling you think your days are numbered? Or that you’re planning to die against the dragon king. This isn’t you passing on a legacy, is it?”

“Cut that shit out! Fuck this, I’m not teaching you shit. Forget about it!”

“Alright, wait! I’ll learn! Of course I want to learn.”

He brandished his cane, causing its golden light to retract to envelop himself. Soon after, his already mighty aura grew more vigorous. He was still a cripple, still looked like a beggar with one foot in the grave, and nothing had changed on that lecherous face… but somehow at that moment, he was once again the mighty Skycloud War Saint of old, invincible with all the noble bearing of his long-lost station.

Fast… so fast! Barb didn’t even see how he did it. She caught a glimpse of his cane darting out like an arrow and then suddenly, one of the dragons was launched backward with its head split wide open. It pinned the beast to the nearby stone wall.

His body shimmered and then vanished like a ghost. Following a strange trajectory, the former Templar streaked through the air. He plucked his cane from the dragon’s corpse and, ignoring the others that were racing towards him, swept right past them towards the dragon king itself. Meanwhile, his voice rang through the cavern.

“Alright, then here’s your chance. These five dragons are your responsibility. Kill them. Then, I’ll accept you as my disciple.”

Barb felt like her breath had been stolen. How was she supposed to do that? Five on one and these dragons were not easy foes. They growled and hissed at the drunk, preparing to strike.

So be it. She steeled herself with a defiant grunt, raised her exorcist rod, and threw herself at the enemy. The dragons didn’t have time to attack the old man before she caught up to them. She was on them in an instant, whipping through their midst like a deadly wind. Barb’s exorcist rod smashed the nearest dragon’s skull to pieces.

The rest roared in anger and switched their focus from the old man to the young girl who dared attack them.

Elsewhere…

Naberius and his crew arrived at the entrance to the cave. It was already covered in writhing vines. They bristled from the crags and crevices like a thousand snakes and were creeping further in. At the rate they were moving, the whole cave would be covered in only a matter of minutes.

Claudia frowned as she looked over the situation. “We aren’t strong enough. We can’t fight this thing.”

Naberius responded with a cruel laugh. He hurled throwing daggers at the opening, each one connected to a thread humming with energy. They weaved around the entrance until it was covered by a nearly invisible net. “Doesn’t matter how strong it is if it doesn’t have a head.”

Claudia began to grasp his plan.

While the Dryad was very strong, it lacked any real intelligence. It was sure to run headlong towards them through the trap Naberius was laying. As a result, the thing would immediately be shredded. There was no doubt the mausoleum’s protector was strong, but everything had its limits. They could fight it like guerrillas in the complicated cavern system with the help of Naberius’s pre-laid Shadestring traps.

Every time the creature came back to life, it used some of its own energy. Eventually, if they killed it enough times, it would stop coming back. But, only a fool would fight it head-on.

Claudia glanced at Naberius, looking at him with new eyes. Yes, he was brutal and bloodthirsty, but he was also shrewd. He was smart enough to know the right tactics to use in a place and situation like this. It was backed up with the strength of a high-ranked demon hunter.

Then, a blanket of vibrant green appeared from the cave entrance. Suddenly, the area was alive with bright green vines and tangled underbrush that seeped along the ground towards them like someone had spilled a pot of dye.

They watched, faces dark. The Dryad got here faster than they’d thought.

Rei yelped in surprise, “There’s a face in the wall!”

Everyone followed her eyes to a harrowing scene. Wood was growing out through cracks in the wall, wrapping together into the shape of a human face. The tough bark made it look like the face of a wrinkled old man with big, wide eyes.

The face was just the beginning. More vines gathered to create a body, a fully-formed plant-man with a wooden mask to hide its hideous features. It was like some nightmarish creature birthed from the depths of their psyche that was simply emerging from the wall.

One. Two. Three. Five. Ten. More of them just kept appearing from the moss-covered stone, as numerous as leaves in a tree. One after another, they shambled forward with expressionless faces in an endless stream.


31 / Confronting Adder


Teleportation took only a moment. In a blink, Cloudhawk and his two companions appeared near a cave opening.

The room they found themselves in was peppered with stalactites and pillars of mica. Several men in black were interspersed through the area. In the center was an altar woven from roots upon which sat an uncut gemstone. Light from it shimmered through the cavern.

Cloudhawk gazed into the large crystal. He was transfixed, for the longer he looked, the more it seemed like there was actually something inside of it. A dark, vaguely humanoid shape.

His eyes went wide. Was this the Shepherd’s body? Was this one of the legendary and elusive gods?

A thick and powerful aura inundated the chamber, emanating from the body. The call Cloudhawk felt was definitely coming from this crystal coffin, though he couldn’t understand why or from what specifically. Since the crystal was opaque, he couldn’t clearly see what lay inside.

More concerning, however, was the coterie of red-clad men who were clustered around the crystal coffin. Priests from the Conclave were pooling their mental power and focusing it on the god’s body. The crystal around it seethed with a faint blue mist and shrunk by minute degrees.

They were trying to thaw it out, to get at the body. Cloudhawk could hardly believe it. Those were the remains of a god who created this place! Did these bastards have nothing better to do than desecrate tombs? Was the wealth of power and resources here not enough for them?

Cloudhawk looked around at the others in the chamber. What he saw made his breath quicken.

He recognized several familiar faces right away.

The first was unmistakable: a large, black cloak, close-cropped black hair, and scars along the corner of his eye. Adder – the man who’d cast the world into chaos.

He was flanked by two others.

One was a woman in a black robe bearing a longsword. She had long, raven-black hair hung right past her shoulders. Without the mask that usually hid her features, one could clearly see her pretty face. This was Adder’s right-hand woman, Revenant. She stood close to his side and watched the proceedings.

The other was a younger girl – maybe sixteen or seventeen years old. In contrast to the stern expressions on the others’ faces, her face was delicate and endearing. Her flaxen hair fell down her back in gentle waves, and she watched the ritual with wide, innocent eyes. Her frail body shuffled from side to side, so frail and innocent that one couldn’t help but have the urge to protect her – like she was some rare and delicate flower. This was Luciasha.

Cloudhawk’s jaw was clenched so tightly that he feared his teeth might crack.

This bastard… trouble was all around them. Didn’t he know that Skycloud could flood this place with their deadliest warriors at any moment? Cloudhawk half suspected the leader of the Court of Shadows, Janus, to be skulking the shadows at any moment. So what the fuck was he doing bringing a young girl like Luciasha here? She will be helpless! Is he trying to get her killed?

He swallowed the rage that threatened to boil up from inside. Putting them out of mind for a moment, he turned his attention to an exceedingly old man who was with them. His green robes were similar in make and style to Autumn’s, and he carried with him a gnarled walking stick. His wrinkled features were kindly and sincere, his hair snowy white, but the lines between his brows were deep as though he was prone to frowning. It made him look more frail and human.

“That’s the elder.”

When she saw him, Autumn’s fists curled tight. Cloudhawk could hear her teeth grinding, and she had a good reason – the old man had brought outsiders to the heart of their patron god’s tomb and was using the power here to gain control of Woodland Vale. His actions were egregious, unforgivable sins.

But the most terrible affront of all was that he merely stood by and watched as these foreigners desecrated the Shepherd’s body! She could hardly suffer watching another moment. The fury she felt was intense as she watched this old man she once respected throw away everything they stood for.

Cloudhawk saw her body quiver and raised a hand, warning her to keep silent. They had to get a read on the situation before making a move.

Adder stood among them with his arms crossed before his chest. His eyes were fixed on the altar. “At this rate, the seal will be removed soon. But if you will allow me my curiosity… why are you interested in this?”

The elderly man began his response with a gentle cough. “I found a stone tablet here in the mausoleum – a remnant from when the Shepherd created the Vale a thousand years ago. Written upon it was a prophecy that spoke of untold secrets. The Shepherd must have had more than the flute and the dragon king to aid her. She must have had a greater treasure, but in all my years of searching this tomb, I’ve never found it. The only possibility is that it is interred in there with the Shepherd’s body.”

“And you’re willing to take a risk like this for a treasure no one’s ever seen and may not even exist? If word got out to your people that you’re digging up their god, they wouldn’t accept any reason you gave.”

“You don’t understand how important this item is,” the old man replied in a frail voice. “I don’t need to explain anything to my people, nor will I. Everything I do, I do for the benefit of Woodland Vale.”

He wasn’t foolish enough to reveal everything. The prophecy he’d discovered spoke of this strange item, stating clearly that it would resurface in a thousand years’ time. It was said that whoever held this treasure would possess the strength to contend against the gods themselves. They would become a champion, capable of breaking humanity free of the godly and demonic shackles that bound them.

Was that single sentence not enough to prove the treasure’s worth? The elder was convinced that this was fate! And since destiny called for it, his actions could not be blasphemous. The Shepherd left this prediction a thousand years ago. Surely, she knew someone would come and do exactly what they were doing.

Over the years, the elder had witnessed much, and as time went on, he grew more convinced that this was his destiny. Only he was equipped to lead his people from Woodland Vale, to free them so that the tribe could determine its own future. It was his fate to allow the people of the Vale to realize their bright future. That would be the great gift he would provide for them.

A thousand years they’d been locked in this valley. Now, it was time to reveal themselves to the world!

Adder knew the old man was holding back, but he knew now wasn’t the time to press him on it. “We’ve fulfilled our promise to help you break the seal on this tomb. Now, it’s time to uphold your end of the bargain, yes?”

“Naturally, I would never go back on an agreement.” He pulled a package of dried herbs from his robes. They looked like a collection of mushrooms, except they were strangely crystalline and translucent. A glance was all it took to recognize that these herbs were special. “This is the miracle herb gifted to us by the great Shepherd. Take it as an expression of my sincere thanks. When this item is in my possession and my people are free, we will gladly join the Conclave in its endeavors.”

Adder’s expression showed that he was pleased. His mission was complete. These herbs could help cure his father and return him to his former glory.

During their discussion, more of the crystalline block had melted away. If they kept up the pace, whatever was inside the crystal would soon be revealed.

Victory was within their grasp.

But, Adder suddenly felt something, a premonition. When he looked around, he discovered that a large number of the warriors he’d brought with him had conspicuously gone missing.

His eyes flashed with a brief, brutal light. Almost as though by habit, he began to thumb his ring, which in turn started to glow. All at once, the chamber was thick with murderous intent.

“Someone’s here.”

Revenant and the remaining soldiers reached for their weapons. The elder and the pair of men he’d brought with him looked around nervously.

How was that possible? The elder knew how dangerous the mausoleum was for invaders.

Whoever they were, they would need to get past the Dryads, Adder’s own guards, and the Shepherd’s divine beast. Only Skycloud’s strongest would be able to pull off such a feat, and they couldn’t have gotten here that fast. Besides, the only one who could open the mausoleum was Autumn, and from what the elder knew of her personality, she wouldn’t trust opening this place to Elysians.

Adder called out, unperturbed by the change in the situation, “We know you’re here. Come out.”

A figure emerged from the shadows. He had an average build, was unassuming, and was wrapped in a tattered gray cloak. Beneath its deep hood was an unsettling ghost face. Nothing of the form beneath the cloak and mask could be seen, making it impossible to determine age or gender.

Of course, Adder didn’t need to see a face. His lips curled into a grin. “I knew it was you.” Cloudhawk was the only person Autumn would trust, and Cloudhawk was one of the few people he knew who could slip past their many defenses.

“Cloudhawk? What are you doing here?” Luciasha looked around at the others, who had their swords and bows drawn. Worry and confusion soiled her pretty face. She was afraid that the two sides would come to blows. Behind the mask, Cloudhawk frowned when he saw her. He figured Adder brought her here as a human shield.

The elder looked at this man who had slipped unseen and unheard into their midst. He was calm as well and did not react to the dangerous atmosphere. All he needed was time. Victory was certain once they got into the Shepherd’s tomb.

Adder fixed Cloudhawk with a cold stare. “You chose the wrong path. But there’s still time to change your mind – join us.”

“Please, I’m begging you not to fight my father.” Luciasha stared pleadingly at the emotionless ghost face. “I-I’ve been traveling with him. I know what he’s done has affected many people. It was a great gift to the people of the wastelands! Wastelanders like us. You should be with your people and fight for your own side, shouldn’t you?”

Luciasha had seen the destruction of Skycloud’s walls with her own eyes. She’d watched as the power they’d hoarded for a thousand years was released and swallowed up by the wastes, which drank it all up like a man who’d been dying of dehydration. She was a wastelander, through and through. Luciasha had never been to Skycloud and knew so little of the world at large. All she knew was that her foster father’s actions had helped people like her.

He was saving the wastelands. He was changing the world. It was a great and noble pursuit.

Cloudhawk remained still, unmoved by her pleas. When he spoke, his voice was flat. “If what he did really was for the wastelands, then he wouldn’t have started this war. Odds are the expeditionary force wins – and behind it is the rest of Skycloud’s power. He’s a rat bearing its fang at an oncoming car. Wastelanders will die because of his ambition. I’m not going to stand by and watch that happen.”

Cloudhawk acknowledged that the wastelands had power, but for all its strength, it couldn’t contend with Skycloud.

Run, hide. That was what they should do. Go far beyond the reach of General Skye and his armies to a place where they could gather. The Crimson One and his lackeys were zealots. They were dreaming if they thought they could win.

Once the war started, it would last for ages. Years of death and destruction would follow. Cloudhawk wasn’t like the Crimson One or Adder, who wrapped themselves in this perverse delusion of grandeur to save humanity. His aims were shallow – save the millions of lives that would be lost if these psychopaths got their righteous war.

Adder responded, “Win or lose, someone has to do it. No?”

Cloudhawk narrowed his eyes. “There’s nothing else for us to say to each other.”

Adder agreed. He sighed. This is what it had come to, an inevitability. His arm snapped up, and a beam of searing light screamed from his ring towards Cloudhawk.


32 / Mirror Crystal


Cloudhawk leaped out of the way.

Adder’s beam of light streaked by, right through where Cloudhawk had been a moment earlier. It struck a column of stone and instantly reduced it to slag. Woodland Vale’s elder gaped at the display – was this the power of these demon hunter outsiders? Incredible!

Luciasha lunged at Adder, grabbing at his cloak as though to stop him. She kept screaming at Cloudhawk, “Please! Don’t fight! I’m begging you to leave!”

But, he couldn’t leave. This was a fight long in the making. He was only willing to back down if Adder agreed to flee from Woodland Vale and leave Luciasha with him. Ridiculous demands, of course, so he didn’t even bother to make them. Both men were set. They were determined. The only way this was going to end was in combat.

He really didn’t understand these people. He refused to take the side of the wastelands this time.

In the short term, if Adder succeeded here, then Woodland Vale would join the Conclave of Judgment. No one here would be able to escape: Dawn, Selene, Atlas, Frost, any one of them was incredible in both leadership and individual skill, but was it enough? Adder wouldn’t give any of them quarter, not even to his own cousin Selene. Cloudhawk had to do what he could to preserve the lives of his friends.

Then, there was the long view. Cloudhawk was confident in the expeditionary forces’ chances against the conclave. He wasn’t an ambitious sort, and high-brow ideas of honor were bullshit as far as he was concerned. It afforded him the ability to look at this situation soberly and objectively. However, he didn’t know what sort of effect this war would have on the future of humanity. All he knew was that while the Elysians would suffer, it was the wastelands that faced potential extermination.

Skycloud. Wastelands. Woodland Vale. Millions were facing the threat of death with countless more being displaced. This was the vision he had for their future, and it sure seemed the most likely.

As for the Crimson One and his lofty ideals? This grand utopia of human unity and liberation? To Cloudhawk, it was fucking nonsense. Say he succeeded. Say he managed to reverse a thousand years of history and defeat the strongest demon hunter to have ever lived. Had he thought about what would happen next?

Were the gods just going to sit up on their holy mountain and watch the show?

Maybe. Over the last thousand years, the only proof they had that gods once existed were the miracles and relics they left behind. But what if they did return? How strong would they be? What would they do if they were forced to come and deal with rebellious humans? Did this father and son duo think that humanity could protect itself?

Wishful thinking! It was suicide!

If those two dumb fucks wanted to kill themselves who would care? However, their careless actions were putting millions of lives at risk. If Luciasha kept following Adder around, then eventually, she would get wrapped up in it as well. Cloudhawk had to stop it – now, today, no matter what!

Revenant pulled her sword free without a word and was about to react when Adder reached out to stop her. Adder could feel the intensity coming off of Cloudhawk’s form. His cold eyes grew sharp like a slowly drawn blade. “It looks like you’ve improved even more since the last time. Almost enough to be a worthy opponent. Truth be told, I always knew fate would put us on opposite sides. A fight was forever in our cards.”

Cloudhawk remained on high alert. He wasn’t sure exactly what Adder was capable of, but he did know he came from the same family as Selene and was revered in the same way. He was certainly no one to take lightly. What’s more, he was older than his more revered cousin. More experience meant he was probably just as deadly as Baldur’s daughter.

Luciasha was caught in the middle, unsure of what to do. Her foster father was a good man, she was sure of it. So was Cloudhawk. Why were two good men trying to kill one another? They were both important to her, so to her, it didn’t matter who won this fight. In the end, she would mourn.

Adder then looked her way. With a simple flick of a finger, the young girl crumpled to the ground, unconscious.

Cloudhawk glared daggers, unsure of what the older man had done.

Adder then turned to the black-clad woman at his side. “Take her and the medicine and go. It’s time the differences between the two of us were settled. You can’t help here.”

Revenant paused to look deeply into his eyes. Within her own, something lurked just beneath the surface. While she was fully confident in Adder’s abilities, for some reason, she couldn’t shake a sense of discomfort and uncertainty.

But, she’d never refused Adder, and she wasn’t going to start now. Any word, any order, she followed without question.

Her soft voice intruded on the tense stillness, “You’re coming back to Luciasha and I, right?”

Adder faced her, locked by those cold eyes that hid a burning passion just below. He couldn’t meet her gaze and merely nodded. “I will.”

That was enough. Revenant knew Adder never broke his promises. Once he made a commitment, he stuck to it. Revenant’s job was to take his adopted daughter and the herbs they’d come for and find somewhere safe to stash both of them. There, she would wait for his return.

“Asha stays here!” Cloudhawk squared off to try and stop her, but Revenant was too fast. She gathered Luciasha in her arms and vanished as they both dissolved into smoke.

The woman wasn’t much of a face-to-face combatant, but she sure as hell could flee and sneak around. With Adder keeping him pinned here, Cloudhawk could do nothing but watch as the young girl was spirited away.

Cloudhawk let out an impotent sigh and clenched his fists. He then eyed the crowd he was stuck here with. Several red priests were gathered, but they were focused on dealing with the seal on the Shepherd’s tomb. Beyond them were a few of Adder’s fodder and a couple of men from the Vale. The latter, in particular, were of no concern since Woodland Vale had no fighting prowess to speak of. There was only one person here he needed to fear, and that was Adder.

The Vale’s elder had no idea who this man was who’d appeared from nowhere. It didn’t matter – his heart was set on getting to whatever was locked beneath the crystal. Time… just a little more time! Whoever this intruder was, he couldn’t stop him.

The elder spoke to Adder, “What are you waiting for? Deal with him.”

“You don’t need to rush, good elder. Today, there’s nowhere for him to run.”

Adder produced an orb. Light played off of its surface, and though it was smooth, there appeared to be some kind of runes etched into it. At a glance, Cloudhawk recognized it as the same relic Adder had used against him in Nucleus. The copy it produced would force Cloudhawk to expend a lot of energy to defeat.

This shit again? Adder was enough of a pain to deal with. If he had to deal with a copy of himself, then the fight would be ten times harder.

Cloudhawk wasn’t going to let Adder have any more chances or advantages. He galvanized his cloak and instantly vanished from view. Appearing in one spot, then vanishing to appear somewhere else a moment later, Cloudhawk deftly sped around Adder. The latter couldn’t focus enough on his target to use the mirror crystal.

Yet, after producing the mirror, Adder did not adopt an offensive posture towards Cloudhawk as he’d expected.

Adder threw it onto the ground, and the mirror orb spread out in an instant. His three-dimensional crystal suddenly became two-dimensional, creating a sort of silhouette that was barely visible behind the man.

What the hell is he doing? Unsure of what he was up to, Cloudhawk didn’t rush in to attack.

The mirror rippled. Innumerable disparate lights and shadows overlapped over one another until he reached into the mirror surface and pulled something free.

It was a single white cross.

As Adder held it tightly in his grip, it began to emanate blinding light. Eventually, it formed into a blazing sword nearly twelve meters long. A crossblade? Yes, the same sort of holy crossblade Selene used.

It didn’t take long for Cloudhawk to figure it out. Another one of the mirror’s abilities was to remember things it’d seen. This allowed Adder to stockpile copies of relics he’d encountered and produce them as needed.

This damn relic was unbelievable! It gave him the abilities of dozens of relics, all of the highest grade. It made Adder unlike any other demon hunter in the whole of Skycloud.

He swung the saber of light back and forth, searching for Cloudhawk’s form as the latter flitted through the chamber. A savage, taunting smirk split his features. “What’s the matter? You’ve gone through hell to track me here. Now you don’t have the courage to fight like a man?”

Cloudhawk wasn’t the young, inexperienced hothead he’d once been. Fighting the right way wasn’t about getting pissed and throwing caution to the wind, especially when you were contending with someone much better than you. So instead of letting Adder’s taunts get the better of him, he continued to probe his opponent for a way in. And he found one.

At first glance, Adder’s mirror relic seemed insurmountable. It could copy people and even relics, but there had to be limits. He noticed that Adder couldn’t copy his phase stone, for example. Cloudhawk also figured there had to be limits to how long Adder could use a copied relic or how strong it could be.

For instance, it was probably an exhausting process. In addition, the crossblade he wielded wasn’t the real thing. Even if it was an exact replica of Selene’s, it was just a mirror image. As a mirror image, it needed to be maintained. So, he was using two relics simultaneously: the mirror and the crossblade. That meant if he wanted to continue using it, the cost in mental energy was at least doubled.

Recognizing this, Cloudhawk was even more convinced not to throw himself into the fight.

Adder was strong, but Cloudhawk’s own mental prowess had to be comparable. Every second he goaded his foe into wasting his energy, the more likely he would win the fight.

On the other hand, Adder was far more experienced in the ways of battle than Cloudhawk. To him, the boy’s skills were insignificant, nothing to fear. Did he really think his stealth was insurmountable?

Without saying a word, Adder called upon the mirror once again. This time, another relic came into being, something that looked like an old brass lantern.

Reaching out with his mind, Adder resonated with the antique. Immediately, it gleamed with a blinding splendor, casting its light dozens of meters all around.

The fuck is this?

Cloudhawk felt the light stab his eyes. The beams poured over him and clung to his body like water.


33 / Adder's Strength


Adder’s brass lantern illuminated the entire cavern. Strangely, Cloudhawk could actually feel the photon particles striking his body – not with any weight, of course, for they wouldn’t even bother a normal person much less one with Cloudhawk’s constitution.

What a dirty trick!

The light wasn’t intended to harm him. Rather, Cloudhawk knew right away that his invisibility had been neutralized. He’d become a blotch of shadow among the light, and before he could figure out what was going on, Adder attacked with his crossblade. He swung it at his slippery foe, heaving a blast of energy in Cloudhawk’s direction.

Shit!

Cloudhawk stumbled out of the way, but in that instant, Adder raised his hand and fired another searing beam from his ring. He was already on the back foot, so he did the only thing he could think of and tried to block the light with his Silver Serpents. The force from the beam was strong enough to overcome his phase field.

Boom!

It struck. Cloudhawk was flung against a stone pillar hard enough to cause cracks to form all over it.

He wiped the blood trickling from the corner of his mouth while inwardly struggling with the surprise. So that was the trick. His lantern was a probing relic. Much to Cloudhawk’s chagrin, it’d been able to sniff him out without issue, even more easily than Claudia’s Seeker’s Torque had been able to.

The invisibility cloak he wore was a high-grade relic that Claudia’s relic was unable to detect. Not so for Adder’s lantern.

He wasn’t just invisible either. He was half-phased from reality. For all intents and purposes, he didn’t exist, a fact that should have put him outside the ability of most relics to detect. Why was this brass trinket the exception?

Of course, the lantern was special. The particles of light that it produced were especially large and filled the space. This special property interacted differently with Cloudhawk’s phase field, which folded space around him. Since the particles were large enough to be visibly disturbed by the field, Adder was able to determine where Cloudhawk was.

He could no longer rely on being unseen, not against Adder.

The exiled demon hunter stood tall like a divine effigy, glaring at Cloudhawk with a pair of calm, cold eyes. All of a sudden, he jumped into the air, striding twice to cover the distance before bringing the crossblade down on Cloudhawk dozens of times with incredible speed.

Adder wasn’t just mentally strong. His physical capabilities were no less impressive than Cloudhawk’s. He was truly a rare caliber of warrior.

The holy crossblade was a relic that did damage through high-powered, condensed energy. It was exactly opposed to Cloudhawk’s phase abilities. It could cleave right through his field in a single blow. He couldn’t just let attacks hit him anymore. He would have to actively evade. As the dozens of hissing strikes rained upon him, Cloudhawk was forced to fight back. A cold and dangerous light clashed against the crossblade. As deadly as vipers, as fast as lightning and as strong as a tempest, Cloudhawk’s Silver Serpents slipped from his sleeves.

Gold and silver clashed over and over. Their contest illuminated the chamber with flares of energy. Columns were cleaved apart as, during their conflict, formations thousands of years old were torn asunder.

The others watched as they fought this epic battle. Wide eyes and gaping mouths abound, they were struck not by flashy moves or techniques but by the sheer force each combatant threw at his foe.

Adder, wielding his crossblade, attacked with a straightforward and unadorned style. Thrust, hack, parry. No flourishes, just simple brutal strikes that were impossible to ignore. Every swing of his arm was deadly, with enough speed and power to chop Cloudhawk in half.

In contrast, Cloudhawk’s Silver Serpents danced like cunning vipers. His style was that he had no style. He attacked in a thousand different ways from a thousand different angles. It made him difficult to read; sometimes, a strike would be as slippery as an eel, followed by a thunderous direct blow. Cloudhawk was inferior to Adder in every sense, and the only way to beat a better opponent was to try and outsmart him.

Clang!

One of the serpents knocked aside the crossblade. The other swung around to try and exploit the opening.

Cloudhawk was fighting with all of his might, holding nothing back and giving Adder no mercy. Like a sudden storm, he pummeled Adder with a torrent of blows and even struck a direct blow. But instead of the satisfying squelch of steel through flesh, it felt like he was striking an iron statue.

Clang-clang-clang! The chamber rang out with the sound of metal on metal.

Adder’s mirror revealed another function in the middle of their fight. It was enveloping him in an egg-shaped shell of protection. It was incredibly strong, so Cloudhawk’s flurry of blows hadn’t even left a mark. On the contrary, much of the force he threw behind them was reflected back at him.

Bringing the crossblade back around, Adder knocked the Silver Serpents away and hacked at his opponent. Another simple attack, nothing complicated. Just fast, accurate, brutal, and strong.

It struck, forcing Cloudhawk to stumble backwards. His cloak was torn from the impact, and it’d even cleaved through his armor to split the flesh beneath. A sickening stench invaded his nostrils, the smell of his own flesh burning.

Adder wasn’t the sort to mince words. He wasn’t going to give his prey any mercy, especially when he had him on the ropes. So, he attacked again with the crossblade, going in for the killing blow. His weapon seemed to burn brighter in anticipation of cleaving Cloudhawk in two.

Burning golden light was reflected in Cloudhawk’s eyes. He had no choice. Now was the time to release the energy he’d been storing. His phase stone shone, its light causing reality to ripple. Cloudhawk then blinked out of existence, reappearing a hundred or so meters away.

Basilisk was in his hands.

Cloudhawk did it all in less than a blink, evading Adder’s attack and then drawing his bow for a shot. Adder didn’t even have time to turn around, so when the cursed arrow was released, it struck his shell of protection.

Basilisk’s cursed arrows were like potent acid, and it ate through the shield. But half a second later, Adder’s shield reconstituted itself without issue. An attack like this wouldn’t be enough to overcome his defenses, much less fatally wound him.

Adder’s lips curled into a mocking grin once again. His words were tauntingly frigid. “Cloudhawk, you still aren’t good enough.”

As he finished the sentence, another shadow rose from the mirror surface.

His copied crossblade was allowed to fade as Adder grasped the bow that had emerged. He pulled a bundle of arrows from the mirror as well. The bow was a typical bow, nothing special – it was the arrows that drained all the blood from Cloudhawk’s face.

The Lifedrinker Arrow! Many Lifedrinker Arrows! How could Cloudhawk not recognize them?

All those years ago when he was running through the wastelands. It was the first time he’d fought a demon hunter. He’d almost been hunted down and killed by this relic.

Of course he remembered the demon hunters that had been dispatched to kill him: Claudia and Atlas Umbra’s younger brother, Raith. The image of that terrible arrow coming at him was burned into Cloudhawk’s mind. It never stopped, not until it took the life of its target. That’s how it earned its name.

So many of them, and he’d struggled so much to protect himself against one. Fear and surprise welled up inside him.

Other than the lowest grade of relics, most were unique. It was rare to find even two relics that were exactly the same. The real Lifedrinker Arrow was singular. Otherwise, every demon hunter would love to have a weapon that could claim a life from a thousand meters away. They would be unstoppable by that point.

If he had it stored in the mirror, it must have meant that Adder had seen the Lifedrinker Arrow before. Through the power of the mirror, he was able to overcome its uniqueness and make several copies, twenty or thirty even. All of a sudden, Cloudhawk felt like this fight was several times deadlier.

He’d always known Adder was strong. He’d prepared himself for it. But this outrageous display was more than he expected. For the first time, Cloudhawk felt doubt grip him, and he felt out of his depths. The damn guy’s abilities seemed limitless. Attack, defense, probing, support…

Adder was able to quickly copy any relic he could attune to within the mirror. And what had he shown so far? Cloudhawk had encountered many demon hunters, most of whom could resonate with one – maybe two classes of relics. Demon hunters that could use more than that were exceedingly rare. Someone like Adder, who seemed able to use whatever relic he pleased, was entirely unique with the exception of Cloudhawk himself.

Back in Skycloud, he was lauded as someone as talented as Selene, Frost, or Dawn. Since he was the oldest of the new generation of geniuses, he had often been considered chief among them. Now, Cloudhawk could see that it was not idle praise.

Such a pity. If he hadn’t defected with his father, Adder – Zephyr – would have been a lauded champion of Skycloud for decades to come. His prospects would have outshone even the likes of Frost. He had more talent, more cunning, and more strength. In every way possible, he was superior to his contemporaries.

“How long do you think you can survive?”

Adder fired the arrows all at once. His hands worked like a machine, firing them one after another after another – pinch, pull, release. Before Cloudhawk could react, there was a wall of arrows whistling through the air towards him. The faint light of the chamber made them glint with a hungry light.

Cloudhawk’s first instinct was to use his cloak. He remembered that was how he’d protected himself last time. The arrows would keep coming until they thought their target was gone.

But shit! The cloak was torn.

It’d been damaged protecting him from Adder’s crossblade. Unfortunately for him, the blow had damaged the artifact, and Cloudhawk couldn’t use it to hide.

The arrows were getting closer.

He was forced into a corner with nowhere to go. All Cloudhawk could do was hope to deflect them by flailing his swords. But, if the Lifedrinker Arrow was so easily dissuaded, it would not have such an ominous name. Even if Cloudhawk wielded his blade so expertly that nothing could reach him, they would just keep coming. He couldn’t keep it up forever.

The arrows stuck to him like maggots to a corpse. He knocked them away, only for them to swing around and come back. Cloudhawk suddenly found himself in the midst of a gleaming hurricane of steel he couldn’t escape from.

Hundreds of attacks came from every direction. They were as cunning as any assassin, probing his defenses and exploiting every flaw. Before long, Cloudhawk felt a stinging pain catch him in the back. Two of the arrows were lodged into his skin. They burned like red-hot iron. He could even feel his blood boil in the area.

A third, then a fourth… His defenses were faltering, and it would only get worse. Cloudhawk was about to get turned into a pincushion.

“You have lost.”

Adder showed him no mercy. His right hand rose, bearing the brilliant crossblade, and held it high. A beam of light several meters long erupted from it and, with lightning speed, he brought it crashing down on Cloudhawk’s beleaguered body.


34 / Invincible


Adder had always kept things famously close to the vest. Whether in Skycloud or the wastelands, he rarely tipped his hand and showed others his real strength. That was until he obliterated Skycloud’s border wall. All of a sudden, he was at the forefront of everyone’s minds.

His skills and training weren’t as rich as someone like Wyrmsole. What made him so unbearable to deal with was that fucking mirror relic.

There wasn’t much of a difference between having a dozen or so relics as copies in the mirror and having the real things. It provided him with numerous tools and opened numerous avenues. What’s more, it also allowed him to have more than just one of a certain relic. That was a boon even Skycloud couldn’t match. So, it didn’t matter who he fought or how skilled they were. Adder was ready and capable of handling them easily.

The cloud of Lifedrinker Arrows screamed around Cloudhawk in an endless attack.

A disaster. The frequency of these attacks alone was enough to overcome most people, and they just kept coming. Cloudhawk couldn’t even catch his breath long enough to summon a phase field.

Once the arrows found their marks, they injected his body with pulses of energy. A normal person would be killed by a single arrow as the blood boiled within their veins. So far, Cloudhawk was still standing, but as the attack continued, it was getting more difficult and more painful.

And just as Cloudhawk was about to break, Adder added to the pressure by attacking with the crossblade. There was nowhere for him to go. The demon hunter’s brutal series of precise attacks made sure of that.

In truth, Adder held Cloudhawk in very high esteem. He was convinced that if given time, the young man would grow to achieve more than he ever did. Unfortunately for him, he was a rogue element, an uncertain variable. Whether he would be a friend or foe in the days to come was hard to gauge, and he couldn’t afford the risk. It was better to remove potential conflicts now before they became a bigger problem later.

The copied crossblade seethed, at the limits of its condensed power. The entire chamber was flooded with blinding light as Adder brought the beam of light crashing down. It was poised to finish the job his Lifedrinker Arrows started.

Only, at this key moment, a flurry of arrows interrupted his coup de grace!

Adder felt his heart flutter. More invaders? When he swept his eyes towards the source of the attack, his eyes were met with a frail silhouette draped in green. She had just leaped out from her hiding place and had a crossbow trained on him. Of course, to the likes of Adder, her attack was no more than a tickle.

Autumn shouted as she unloaded the crossbow’s barrel, “Cloudhawk, run!”

She’d revealed herself and was willing to die in defense of her people. Firing the weapon at Adder was useless, but that wasn’t where she was looking. Her eyes were pinned to the tomb of her god, which was rapidly melting away. She jerked the crossbow to one side and aimed its spray at the red-robed priests desecrating the Shepherd’s body.

The elder’s frail voice screeched through the cavern, “Stop her!”

Autumn had experienced more in the last few months than she had in the previous decade. She’d undergone the bitter quest to recover Shepherd’s flute only to discover that it had no effect on the conflict her tribe was embroiled in. It’d been a crushing realization that the source of all their troubles was this old man she once respected so deeply.

She realized how ineffectual and powerless she was. In the face of this poisonous elder, there was nothing she could do. But Cloudhawk and his people weren’t from here. The troubles of the Vale weren’t theirs, so she couldn’t let him die for them.

She gritted her teeth. Autumn would use her final moments to foil the Elder’s plans and protect the body of their patron god. She’d spent all of this time and effort for her people only to throw herself on the enemy’s swords…

Adder recognized the Vale’s young leader. The elder had been hunting her for a long time, for she was leading the last of the Vale’s opposition. She was a more attractive target than Cloudhawk in regards to their future plans for this place.

Did she expect such a paltry effort to save Cloudhawk?

“Naive,” Adder muttered. He bent his wrist, which changed the trajectory of his blade towards the defiant young woman.

Cloudhawk was too busy trying to keep himself alive, Adder was in no hurry to deal with him. He’d kill this irritating princess of the tribe first and finish Cloudhawk next.

Autumn didn’t even have time to pull the trigger before her entire world was swallowed up by that golden light. She couldn’t even keep her eyes open against the glare. Her breath caught in her throat as the mortal danger swept through her.

Through winced lids, she saw the seal on the Shepherd’s body continue to erode. Autumn felt buried beneath an avalanche of disgrace, disbelief, helplessness, and anger. It filled her up so much that she thought she would explode before Adder could kill her.

However, the mighty demon hunter had made a mistake, one that might prove deadly. He had put Cloudhawk out of mind. His young opponent was struggling to defend himself against the arrows, but he had deliberately kept his wildcard hidden until the final moment.

Changing targets had given Cloudhawk the split second he needed to react. The phase stone nestled against his chest flared with a sudden light, and then, all at once, a powerful aura enveloped him. The cuts of his blade became twice as intense without foundation.

“I might suggest you pay more attention, boss. I’m the one you need to worry about.”

With a shout, Cloudhawk cut through the air with one of his blades. It caught a copy of the Lifedrinker Arrow right in the middle and chopped it in half.

Adder’s face darkened.

Cloudhawk’s muscles tensed until they were as hard as iron. He summoned all his true power and brought it to bear in a screaming Spearhead maneuver. Meanwhile, the sword in his left hand lashed out with incredible speed, delivering three blows as quick as lightning.

Crack, crack, crack!

Three more arrows shattered.

Another Spearhead. Cloudhawk was getting closer to Adder.

Adder recognized that Cloudhawk had suddenly gotten stronger. He could feel the resonance of his Silver Serpents humming with intense energy as if they had lives of their own. He could tell by their cold, dazzling light that the weapons were much deadlier than they were seconds before. It was proven by how Cloudhawk was destroying the Lifedrinker Arrows that were still after him.

“A fake is a fake! Your toys can’t stop me! I’ll break them all!”

Cloudhawk heaved his arm, and his sword fired out a spray of silver light. It spread out like a thunder wave, precise and indomitable. The blast caught the encroaching arrows and destroyed several more of them.

How could such a deadly relic be so easily foiled? It couldn’t, at least not the real deal. But as Cloudhawk had said, a fake was a fake. As incredible as Adder’s relic was, it couldn’t make perfect copies. If it did, the mirror would be creating, not copying. Adder didn’t have that kind of power.

For the first time since their clash began, Adder felt the threat. He was forced once more to break off his blow mid-swing. He pulled back the crossblade before it could cut down Autumn in order to protect himself, to fend off Cloudhawk’s sudden attack.

“Die!”

Cloudhawk charged into him with unstoppable momentum, through the encirclement of arrows with his blades flashing. He met the crossblade’s column of light head-on and dispersed it with a single blow. The blowback of energy caused Adder’s shield to crack.

He stumbled backwards several steps, but that was all. Vigorous as the attempt was, it didn’t so much as scratch Adder.

His response was quick, dodging to the side and then firing off another deadly ray at Cloudhawk. However, the young demon hunter was ready. It was with his left hand only that he’d broken past the arrows. Now, with his right hand poised, he struck.

Empowered by the phase stone, his weapons were not just swords. They darted like naga, alive in his grip.

He stopped his headlong charge and sidestepped Adder’s beam. At that moment, he released the stored up power in his right hand, and a dazzling silver serpent lashed out from his hand. It dashed through the air as fast as lightning, wriggling in unpredictable patterns and confounding Adder’s attempts to get out of the way.

Finally! Like a raging torrent!

The silver serpent crested against Adder’s weakened shield. Those who witnessed it would say the cavern shook with the sound of broken glass. Adder’s shield was overcome. The serpentine blast of energy ran him through and burst open his chest.

It slithered through him, from one side to the other without losing an ounce of momentum before continuing to whip through the room.

Several black-suited figures had surrounded Autumn but were caught in the serpent’s path. Pieces of them rained down among the rocks as they were obliterated by its passage. Hardly anywhere in the cave remained free of gore.

At the last moment, Cloudhawk had accessed the sea of mental energy inside the stone to strengthen himself. Focusing it into that one attack, he released a blast several times more powerful than it would have been with his power alone. He was perfectly poised to take advantage of Adder’s mistake.

It was well executed.

In the end, Adder had dismissed Cloudhawk and paid for it. He’d been so sure of his victory that he was caught unaware. Adder looked down at the gaping wound in his chest, eyes wide with utter disbelief. His heart and lungs had been pulverized. The gods themselves couldn’t save him now.

Done. In one shot.

Cloudhawk had beaten him with an incredible stroke.

Autumn stood nearby and watched it all happen with a look of amazement. How had he gotten so strong? Incredible!

Cloudhawk was gulping for air, trying to recover from what was likely his deadliest fight. He had to admit that Adder was one hell of a foe. If Autumn hadn’t intervened when she did, Adder was sharp enough to have likely caught Cloudhawk before he landed the blow.

He opened his mouth to say something but was silenced by a fluttering sound. Woosh-woosh, woosh!

The Lifedrinker Arrows halted only for a moment before continuing their dogged pursuit of Cloudhawk. He dodged to one side, and a moment later, a pillar of stone behind him was broken to pieces by the arrows.

His face dropped from elated to displeased. What the hell was this? Adder was certainly dead!

These deadly arrows were powered by the man’s will, or should have been. If Adder was dead, all of his mirror reflections should have vanished immediately. Cloudhawk whipped his head around to look at where Adder still stood, staring at the hole in his chest. But he needn’t have been so quick, for it only made the shock worse.

There, Adder stood, expressionless as blood and bits of organ seeped from his chest. But moments later, that gruesome image drained of color and became transparent. Like a pane of glass, his figure shivered and cracked, before scattering across the ground in shards.

“I’ve known you had strange powers for a long time. That kind just now gave you a tremendous boost of strength, all in a moment. Did you think I wouldn’t be prepared?”

The cold voice called at him tauntingly from nearby. Adder calmly walked out from the mirror’s surface, completely unharmed.

Cloudhawk felt his face stiffen as he realized what had happened. His body went cold. All this time, he hadn’t been fighting Adder.

It was a copy, a mirror image. The real Adder had been hiding the entire time. It was never his intent to kill Cloudhawk with the copy, only distract him long enough to spring his trap.

Son of a bitch!

Cloudhawk felt a cold sweat break out across his forehead.

He’d used up the power of the stone, not to mention most of his own stamina. How was he supposed to fight the real Adder in this condition?

The older man’s face remained an inscrutable slate. “At the end of your rope? I’m just getting started.”

Another copy of him walked forth from the mirror, then a second, then a third. This crowd of mirror images surrounded Cloudhawk, with a burning crossblade gleaming in the hands of each of them.

Three copies and the real one himself. Four Adders. That’s what Cloudhawk had to face next.


35 / Just A Little More


Adder’s mirror crystal was a relic that could rival the Gospel of the Sands, Selene’s Holy Vestments, or Castigation – it was nothing short of epic quality. Part of its power was that it could copy any relic of equal or lesser strength as well as people.

Cloudhawk heaved a tired sigh. This fuckin’ guy. Monsters, both him and his dad.

Holding the crossblades, Adder and his copies slowly strode forward. The remaining Lifedrinker Arrows hovered in the air, still but poised to strike at any moment. With an ominous glow, the arrowheads themselves began to spin at high speed like an exorcist rod.

Adder was summoning all the strength from the arrows in preparation for a final blow. They were deadlier now than ever before.

However, the demon hunter himself retained that emotionless façade. He was cool and composed like he had everything under control. After all, Cloudhawk was still too young and immature to really be a threat to him.

“Unless I’m mistaken, a surge of power like that can only be used once in a short period.” It was less of a question and more an observation as Adder fixed Cloudhawk with that dispassionate stare. “I am curious whether you’ve prepared anything for what happens next?”

After a brief moment of shock, Cloudhawk regained his composure. He was always the practical sort and never had he encountered a relic that was wholly invincible. At the very least, the more powerful the relic, the more mental energy needed to maintain it.

Incredible and varied as the mirror was, it was limited by the one who bore it.

For Adder to summon so many copies – both of himself and these relics – it had to be taxing. For an average demon hunter, he suspected they would be so spent that they wouldn’t even be able to use an exorcist rod by this point.

Even if Adder had the talent and capacity of someone like Selene, he still couldn’t keep this up for long.

As far as Cloudhawk knew, he didn’t have a tool that stored energy like the Holy Vestments. He was convinced that Adder had to have used most of his stamina already. How much longer could he fight at peak strength? What’s more, he’d split his focus between himself and three copies. Intimidating, for sure, but gimmicky as well. The new mirror-Adders had to be much weaker than the one he’d just fought. How many times could they attack before their energy was spent?

Cloudhawk figured that they would collapse on their own after just a few minutes.

Beyond that, there were restrictions to what the mirror could do. It didn’t take much to recognize the connection the copies had to the relic and that the mirror was constantly feeding them energy. Without that constant supply, the copies couldn’t manifest.

In other words, the more copies one made, the more unstable they were individually. In addition, the further the copies got from the relic, the more energy was needed to keep the connection strong.

Cloudhawk shook his head regretfully. “You’re certainly an extraordinary guy, boss. That’s obvious considering what you’ve done. Such a… pity. You would be awesome at anything you decided to do, but you just had to pick this.”

He wasn’t just buying time. Cloudhawk wasn’t much for fawning over others, but after fighting Adder, he had to give respect where respect was due. He was strong, collected, and the scope of what he’d done was admirable regardless of which side of the war you stood on. Sooner or later, he would grow to be a man every bit as impressive as his father.

Of course, unless he died. It was a cruel twist of fate that the most brilliant stars burned out fastest – like Belinda.

Adder replied, “Actually, I envy you. Free to live and die as you please, unburdened. And yet, I cannot call you a man.”

Cloudhawk was grateful for every second, so he looked back at the older demon hunter with a look of curiosity. “How’s that?”

Adder took a step forward. It was slow, impactful, filling the space between him and Cloudhawk with a choking aura. “A real man finds his path and sticks to it. No matter how hard he must fight, how bloodied he may become, he never turns back. A real man will die without complaint in service of his purpose.”

“And what about you and your purpose?” Cloudhawk retorted. “Have you ever stopped to think it was all worthless?”

“When I was young, I scoffed at the idea that the beat of a butterfly’s wings could change the world. Now, as I’ve gotten older, my views have changed. Each generation has its heroes, but these are not the ones I look up to. I reserve my esteem for the bleached bones that carpet our path, the hundreds of thousands of people who died and who will never have their names spoken again. The heroes we love to worship stand on their shoulders. These forgotten victims are the backbone of our species.”

He took another step. His presence seemed to fill the whole chamber. Fearless, resolute.

Unstoppable.

“Perhaps you find our methods laughable. Maybe you sneer at us just like you’d sneer at that little butterfly and its ridiculous, lofty delusions. But me… I would be proud to be that butterfly. I would cherish being another pile of nameless bones that lifted others up! I may fail, but at least my corpse will bring humanity closer to inevitable victory.”

The two men regard one another in a brief and uncomfortable confrontation.

Cloudhawk respected this man, really. Adder respected him in turn. But, the two were destined to stand on opposing sides of this conflict.

Adder slowly raised his hand. “I’m not finished. I can’t stop. But here, your journey ends!”

All four copies of Adder fired searing bolts at him. In that instant, the remaining Lifedrinker Arrows also burst into motion.

“I’m sorry.” Cloudhawk’s keen senses helped him dart away from the beams. He jumped up and over the net of deadly light. His Silver Serpents gleamed dangerously in his grasp. “I’m not ready to die yet.”

An ear-piercing sound rang off the stone walls of the cavern as the arrows raced his way.

They were moving faster than the speed of sound, but Cloudhawk caught them with one of his swords. When the blade collided with the arrow, he felt an explosion of force release into his arm, making it numb. However, the arrows were deflected and were sent careening through a group of stone pillars before getting lodged in a wall.

What amazing power! It was like trying to deflect a missile!

Adder wasted no time in launching a follow-up attack. He poured more of his mental prowess into the arrows, increasing their lethality. Not all of them were aimed towards Cloudhawk, though. Some had their gleaming arrowheads trained on Autumn.

An assault like this was nearly more than Cloudhawk could handle. How was Autumn supposed to protect herself?

At the same time, all four Adders began to move. Four identical crossblades, burning with divine light, lashed out in unison. They came hacking towards Cloudhawk with lightning speed on the heels of the arrows to create an impermeable wall of force.

It was flawless. Cloudhawk had nowhere to go.

His plan had been to kite the arrows, keeping just out of range and leading them around while simultaneously wasting Adder’s mental strength. It seemed that wasn’t possible anymore as the connection moved with Adder and kept the flow of energy stable. Cloudhawk once again found himself surrounded by an angry and impermeable onslaught.

He felt like a leaf caught in a hurricane, and the buffeting winds threatened to tear him apart at any moment.

Meanwhile, the elder bore witness to their conflict. It was a shock to see first-hand what these men were capable of. There was also a zealous blaze in his eyes. He’d heard of demon hunters, but for the first time, he saw that the stories didn’t do them justice.

Woodland Vale had been closed off from the rest of the world for too long. Were they too far behind everyone else?

Thankfully, the dragons the Shepherd created – in all her wisdom – were resistant to the power of demon hunters. There were more than a thousand of them now, and they would keep the Vale safe. Not even the Elysians could fight their way past them.

A little more… just a little more and they would be through the seal. Shepherd’s greatest treasure was nearly in his grasp.

Real power would come when he had it, the elder was certain. Enough power to lead his people from their verdant cage to freedom and to turn their warriors into a force that would rival Elysian demon hunters.

The young man Autumn had chosen as her champion was clearly no match for Adder. His death was just a matter of time!

Autumn saw two of the Lifedrinker Arrows fix on her position and close in. Wind from their rotating arrowheads tugged at her hair and clothing while shards of debris peppered her lily-white skin. It felt like she was staring into the face of death. Its cold hands were on her trembling shoulders, making her feel small and helpless.

She’d tried so hard to save the Vale. She had desperately tried to be a good leader. Why, then, was she always a burden?

Cloudhawk’s situation was dire, and he was barely holding on. He wasn’t going to be able to save her. The gleaming light of the arrows filled her vision when suddenly, Autumn’s heart filled with denial.

Trembling hands pulled Shepherd’s flute from her belt.

In a final act of protest, she put the flute to her lips and released a single clear note. The note, more than just sound, shuddered through the area. Its echoing ring seeped into the hearts of everyone within earshot, capturing them with waves of mental energy that spread out in all directions.

The arrows shuddered.

Then stopped.

They actually stopped.

Adder was staggered by the psychic blast, and a look of shock spread across his face. In an unbelievable turn of events, his connection with the Lifedrinker Arrows was severed.

As such, the impenetrable wall that had sealed Cloudhawk in was now riddled with flaws. Dodging Adder’s crossblades, he had just enough time to teleport several dozen meters out of harm’s way.

He looked up. The Lifedrinker Arrows were suspended in mid-air, unmoving.

Somehow, Autumn had exerted influence over them with her flute. Even she didn’t know the artifact could do that. Since obtaining the flute, she had only known it to be capable of controlling mindless animals with its psychic pulse.

Who would have believed this? The waves were interrupting the connection between the arrows and their master, depriving them of direction. As an epic-grade relic itself, the flute was proving more than merely a way to bend animals to one’s will.

Cloudhawk shouted at her, “Break the mirror!”

She suddenly understood what he was saying. Autumn blew into the flute once more, and this time, the arrows flew according to her will. Adder tried to stop them from reaching their destination, but Cloudhawk blocked his path.

The mirror-Adders launched themselves at him angrily.

As the crossblades seethed with maximum power, Cloudhawk felt the heat wash over him. Closer and closer they came, but the arrows reached their target first. As the mirror shattered, so did the crossblades, mere inches from his face. They exploded into a hundred million shards of light before vanishing. The swords, the mirror-Adders, the arrows, everything else vanished as well.

The mirror was destroyed! Unmitigated rage swelled up inside Adder.

In an immediate reaction, he thrust his fist towards Autumn and fired a death ray at her from his ring. It struck, burning a path through the center of her chest. She was flung through the air like a discarded doll and struck the stone floor hard a dozen meters away. Her body sported a hole the size of a fist with the edges and viscera inside burned black from the heat of the ray.

“You bastard!”

Cloudhawk roared in fury and flung himself at Adder, heaving his Silver Serpents with all his might.

That dull glint passed through Adder’s left wrist like it was made of paper and severed his hand. A spray of hot, bright red blood sprayed out in a gruesome fan. Cloudhawk followed up with a vicious kick to the center of Adder’s chest, which struck hard enough to cave it in. His ribs were crushed and shards of bone dug into his lungs. More blood started to pour from his nose and mouth and pooled around him as he fell backwards onto the ground.

The elder’s eyes went wide with terror. Desperation flashed in his gaze as he looked at the altar and the crystal. Whatever was inside could almost be seen. A little more. Just a little more!


36 / Downfall


Autumn lay on the ground, weak from her terrible injury. The fist-sized hole had been completely cauterized by Adder’s searing beam. She would not be rising again even if Rei were here to help her.

Pain was reflected in her big eyes. They were fixed on Cloudhawk as she feebly gripped his hand. “I… don’t want to die.”

Cloudhawk wanted to tell her to take it easy, that her wounds were not serious. Only, the words caught in his throat. He couldn’t make the lie believable.

Of course, she knew what was happening. This sort of wound, for someone as frail as her… were it Cloudhawk in her place, even he would be in danger of dying.

He could sense the life draining from her at an alarming rate. He half-lifted her and supported her body against his, still holding tightly to her hand and said, “Don’t be afraid. Just… endure. It’ll be over soon. Then, everything will be alright.”

He saw the sorrow and loneliness wash over her pretty face. Two clear, crystal tears rolled down her cheeks.

Her voice was barely audible. “I’m… I’m useless, aren’t I?”

He held her hand tighter. “If not for you, Adder would have killed me. You saved my life. How can you say you’re useless? I’m the one who’s useless.”

Cloudhawk’s words gave her a little relief, and the anguish in her face abated. She’d always felt like a burden, but at least she did something helpful before she died.

Autumn’s time was fleeting. Cloudhawk was waiting for her to tell him what to do with her people, how to explain things. He would do anything she requested, but when her tiny voice called out to him with her final request, it took him by surprise.

“Let me see your face?”

After a moment of hesitation, he raised his hand and took off the mask, revealing his youthful and handsome face to her. For a few moments, she just took it in, noting the absence of his trademark coquettish smirk. He looked so solemn and… guilty.

This is the real Cloudhawk, then. With pain and sadness in her gaze, Autumn breathed a low sigh. It was like she was releasing some kind of burden. Her words were heavy with wry disbelief. “This last month has been hard, but it left me with many precious memories… Are we friends?”

“What’s this nonsense you are spewing? We always have been.” It was undeniable that Cloudhawk liked to terrorize the girl. At times, it’d been so brutal that it was surprising that they were anything but enemies. But, it wasn’t because he hated her. In fact, he liked her. If he didn’t, he wouldn’t have bothered dealing with her at all.

Cloudhawk had met many extraordinary women in his life. Brilliant Hellflower, beautiful and stubborn Selene, pure and innocent Luciasha, powerful and righteous Dawn… they all had their own unique charms.

Yet, Hellflower was too complicated. Selene was too high-brow. He looked at Luciasha like a sister, and Dawn treated him like a brother.

Autumn… she came from a fairyland that had never been corrupted by the outside world. She was anxious, sentimental, kind, honest, and dutiful. Autumn was different from all the others, never pursuing wealth or power. All she cared about was the peace and happiness of her tribe.

Her life was supposed to be free of cares and worries, a beautiful spirit flitting among the boughs of her holy tree. Why did fate rob her of that? Why did destiny choose to throw her into this mess and cut her life short in this dank cavern?

The pain and fear had drained from Autumn’s face along with all her color. She was calm, serene. In her final moments, the regret and self-pity were gone because she realized that she’d helped. She didn’t hate this man, not anymore.

Even as her vision dimmed and figures grew blurry, a bright light appeared before her. Silhouettes emerged among the glare, walking towards her; it was her mother, her father, and Brier. They had smiles on their faces and were beckoning towards her.

Cloudhawk wrapped the dying girl in a warm embrace and spoke softly into her ear, “I’m sorry, Autumn.”

“Cloudhawk, i-it’s time… Don’t… make sure you live… free…”

Autumn trembled ever so slightly and then, her whole body relaxed. Her eyes slipped shut.

Seventeen. She’d just turned seventeen.

Cloudhawk was shaken from his reveries when the whole cavern quaked. Something was stirring on the altar. It was an old consciousness from a time before history; majestic, grand, sacred, and otherworldly.

Autumn is… dead? Then, our biggest obstacle has been removed. The elder looked back at the rapidly melting seal.

Cracks were starting to appear over the crystal’s surface, and light poured from each one as though something was trying to burst free.

The seal. They were almost through! The elder felt his heart race.

But, he also felt his soul tremble.

Whatever remained inside the seal was releasing an aura that was as crushing as a mountain.

Cloudhawk gently lay Autumn on the cold ground. She looked so peaceful that but for the terrible wound, she might’ve been sleeping. He slowly rose as though he were afraid to wake her.

With slow, deliberate motions, he straightened and slipped the mask back over his face.

There was no grief or regret on that ghostly visage. It was emotionless, but the eyes that burned behind it were bloodshot. It felt like a stampede of rabid animals were charging through Cloudhawk’s chest, and their bloodthirsty calls were getting louder.

A terrible, mindless desire to destroy filled his mind, a need to annihilate anything and everything around him.

By now, Adder had also risen back to his feet. He glanced at Autumn’s body. “I didn’t want to, but she had to die.”

For a moment, both men forgot space, forgot time. They stood a hundred meters apart from one another, staring. Even from this distance, they could see in each other’s eyes. It was the same: a wild, frantic look that promised murder.

Alright.

Nothing was going to make either man back down. This was their fate, a conflict that was preordained. Only one of them would live to walk out of this cavern.

Cloudhawk’s red eyes never strayed from Adder’s face. The fire burning behind them was almost palpable. “Any other last words?”

There was no anger in Adder’s voice, and he spoke like he was speaking with an old friend. “If I die here, please make sure my remains are given to Revenant and Luciasha. They’ve both lived a hard life.”

Cloudhawk slowly nodded. “Alright.”

“You?” Adder asked.

After a moment of consideration, he answered, “If I die, I don’t want to be buried. I want no tomb or headstone. Burn me and scatter my ashes across the wastes from a mountain peak.”

Adder’s eyes gleamed for a moment. Though a seed may be cast far from its source, in the end, it still grows into the same tree. Everything returns to its origins, as it should. And even in death, this young man wanted the wind to carry him to freedom. Admirable.

“Very well.”

No more talk. Everything had been said.

Adder was in a bad way. His hand was missing. Several bones were broken, and a number of internal organs had been affected. More importantly, his mental energies were spent. The odds of survival were stacked against him.

But, it didn’t matter.

His face might as well have been carved out of marble, but a grin touched the edges of his stoic façade. In his one remaining hand, he held a translucent crystal. “Let’s end this now.”

Behind Cloudhawk’s eyes was a look that could only be described as that of a barely restrained animal, but his mind was sharp as ever. With his keen vision, he didn’t see an ounce of hesitation in his foe’s bearing.

Adder was an animal too. And a beast was most dangerous when injured and cornered.

“So be it!”

Cloudhawk wrenched the phase stone from around his neck and gripped it tightly.

Blood trickled continuously from Adder’s mouth, and half of his body was dyed red from his injuries. Ignoring the agonizing pain from his ruined organs, he clenched his fist around the Mirror Crystal and raised his hand.

Faint cracks had appeared upon the surface of this rare and powerful relic.

At first glance, it seemed like some overwhelming force would cause it to shatter, but all of the tremendous power was quickly absorbed by Adder’s body. In an incredible display, nearly all of his spent energy was restored.

Incredible… Adder still had tricks up his sleeves!

The power he absorbed was the inner essence of the mirror relic. While it could quickly replenish Adder’s psychic energies, it was also intensely damaging to the relic itself. The cracks that appeared on it were because of this.

But, with Adder’s mental prowess restored, did Cloudhawk stand a chance?

It was beyond the point of second guesses. Cloudhawk tightly held on to his phase stone, every muscle in his body taut as a bowstring. He threw himself at Adder with abandon.

The mirror crystal was filled with cracks. Adder screamed with fury as once again, a crossblade flared to life in his hand.

Its dazzling glare filled the cavern like a cosmic deluge. The ceiling cracked. The stony floor buckled. Everything was devoured by this outpouring of force.

Cloudhawk didn’t let the frightful display dissuade him. He knew in his bones that any hesitation would spell his demise. He put all of his heart and mind into destroying the man in front of him.

Fury, sorrow, pain. A tempest of emotions seethed in his heart, and he used them to make himself stronger.

He didn’t want to die here. Like Adder said, he wanted to die on his own terms, not in the darkness beneath some fucking tree.

“Go!”

Cloudhawk shouted the order, and a streak of silver lightning burst from his sleeve. It collided with the Adder’s sword, cutting it down the middle for several meters. However, Adder had put all of his strength behind this blow. It wasn’t enough to get through.

Cloudhawk forged ahead regardless.

Somewhere in the back of his mind, he remembered the face of the old man who found him. In a flash, everything that’d happened in the past four years flitted across his mind’s eye. Despite all that time, he still hadn’t found his place in the world. He couldn’t die until he did.

The phase stone pulsed with blinding light.

For a moment, it felt like his battle with the Caliph of the Sands. Indescribable power flooded every cell, threatening to burst.

Just as that streak of silver he summoned was about to collapse, it burned with a renewed and empowered fervor.

With that, Adder’s sword of light was obliterated. Its residual energy hung in the air like a hundred million fireflies. But, the streak of silver prevailed, screaming towards its prey with indomitable momentum.

For the second time, Cloudhawk watched his attack run Adder through. Only this time, the once-lauded darling of the Cloude family was blown into countless pieces. His remains coated everything, turning the chamber into a grotesque and horrifying scene.

In the instant before his destruction, Adder felt like he was floating in nothing. His mind was blank; he didn’t think about losing, nor did he welcome death’s embrace. The only thing going through his mind in that last instant was a moment frozen in time, like an old picture. The whole family was together – Sterling, Baldur, Arcturus. His young cousin Selene was there too, vivacious and carefree. The two of them were laughing like there was nothing in the world to worry about. It was an old memory he hadn’t enjoyed for a long, long time.

The picture came alive, and Selene blinked her pretty eyes up at him. “Zephyr? I’m so tired of training all day. Will you play on the swing with me?”

“Sure. Let’s go.”

Handsome and gentle, Zephyr reached out his hand towards her with a smile. Selene took it, and the two happily walked off into the distance to play.

Zephyr was among the most outstanding people Skycloud had ever produced. He was Sterling Cloude’s only son. He was an incredible man who gave his life for the Sanctum of Judgment, who on his own, started a war.

Dead at the hands of Skycloud’s new Warden.

The world would no longer feel Adder’s influence.

He was only twenty-six.


37 / Shepherd's Descent


There wasn’t an inch of ground beneath Cloudhawk’s feet that wasn’t drenched in blood. He bent over and picked up a cracked, blood-soaked crystal. It was the only thing left of Adder.

What an incredible relic! But, Cloudhawk had no intention of taking it as a trophy. Whatever else could be said of Adder, he was an honorable opponent and a man worthy of respect. There was no love lost between the two men, but he had made a promise. Promises had to be kept.

The red-robed clerics who had accompanied Adder here stared in shock and fury. They couldn’t believe that some no-name grunt had defeated Adder.

“This… abomination! He killed Adder!”

Incensed, the priests completely forgot about the seal. To them, Adder had been an incomparable hero, their patron. More than just the Crimson One’s son, he had been the architect of the Conclave’s greatest success.

Slain before their eyes. An unmitigated disaster! How could they suffer this in silence? How could they allow his killer to continue breathing?

The elder’s face fell. He stared wildly at the crystal, full of cracks and beams of light, atop the altar. But they weren’t through!

So many days of struggle. They’d been so close to success! But because of him, they were stopped here on the cusp of victory. Unlike the others, he didn’t care that Adder was dead, only that his mission was still unfinished.

Cloudhawk frowned. Although the ten or so priests weren’t strong, Cloudhawk was weak after a long series of fights. He was outnumbered, and dealing with them would not be easy. They were gathering themselves to attack when everyone was suddenly thrown off their feet.

The cavern shook, and a sound like a bomb blast made everyone cover their ears.

An eruption of force burst from the crystal seal, causing it to explode open. Shards of it rained down all through the chamber.

Finally, Cloudhawk could see what was inside the crystal. It was a set of pitch-black armor.

It wasn’t any sort of armor made by humans, either. It was dermifuse armor.

What was dermifuse? Very old tomes spoke about armor that melded with the wearer’s flesh. Once worn, it essentially became a part of the bearer.

Light.

Intense, blinding light. Every corner of the chamber was illuminated.

A column of incomprehensibly powerful energy fired towards the ceiling!

Anyone – even a normal person – could feel the psionic pulse as it ripped through the area. Like an expansive consciousness, it spread around them before coalescing into a radiant humanoid figure.

“At last… I have awakened.”

The voice was low and possessed a strange gravity. The humans watched in quiet anxiety as the figure of light arose.

It raised a hand towards the body laying nearby as though drawn to it. The corpse slowly rose.

It stepped forward. The radiant figure approached the body until they were side by side, and then, the corpse vanished into the column of light.

The process instigated another rush of energy, and those that were caught off guard were once more knocked off their feet. Cloudhawk watched it all happen with wide eyes. He had no idea what was happening, but he knew that this figure of light was one of the most powerful entities he’d ever encountered.

Was this… the Shepherd? The goddess from a thousand years ago? But that wasn’t what struck Cloudhawk most.

What took his breath away was the fact that the body this beam of light had chosen was Autumn’s. The young woman’s corpse was bathed in that resplendent light that resembled a shining cocoon. Something mystical and mysterious was happening, but he couldn’t say what.

Ten seconds passed. Afterwards, a pair of slender, pale feet descended to rest upon the ground.

Autumn, dead not but a few minutes, stood before them encased in a divine glow. When she opened her eyes again, they weren’t the gentle green he remembered but had become dual points of light.

An undeniable stateliness poured off of her, a sort of supreme presence like true royalty. The unmistakable urge to obey hung heavily in the hearts in all who stood near.

The face belonged to a young beautiful woman. But, that innocence and purity that had defined Autumn were gone. The figure that she had become was a being with lifetimes of experiences. An unfamiliar voice murmured through Autumn’s lips, “That old devil Legion didn’t lie to me after all...”

The wound that had taken Autumn’s life was gone, completely healed. Cloudhawk looked at where the hole had been, but not even a scar remained. In fact, her porcelain skin looked like it was carved from milky jade and glowed with an internal light. It was all so surreal.

Only a highly mutated creature with regenerative capabilities could have survived that wound, and Autumn was no such thing! No, Autumn was dead – killed by Adder. But how could a dead woman come back to life?

The light from her eyes was gradually restrained, as well as the radiant glow that encased her. Eventually, it was gone entirely, and there was no visible difference between the Autumn that was and the one who stood before them now. She looked at Cloudhawk or, more specifically, the stone he still clutched tightly in his hand.

Such unfamiliar eyes…

Whatever was in Autumn’s body wasn’t her. This was an entity he’d never met before, and it was stronger than anyone he’d ever encountered.

The priests looked back and forth among one another, stunned by the scene. None of them had ever seen nor heard of anything like this. For the moment, they weren’t sure what to do.

“Let’s go!”

One of them, perhaps the leader, called for their retreat. They turned to flee when suddenly, the ground all around them began to crack.

A host of vines as fast and as agile as serpents shot forth, leaving the men in red no chance to escape. They were immediately swallowed up, and stabbing vines wound around their bodies over and over until little was left. Anguished cries rang off the stone walls but were quickly silenced.

Autumn put those men down as easily as swatting a fly. Her attention then shifted to the altar, and she floated towards it. The elder still stood nearby with his eyes so wide that they threatened to roll out of his head. Without a second thought, he threw himself to the ground, prostrating himself before Autumn and cried out in a trembling voice, “M-my Lord Shepherd!”

Autumn swept her hand out, fingers pressed together like a blade. The elder’s head was unceremoniously removed from his body and rolled off into a corner.

It came to rest, staring with wide, unbelieving eyes at his corpse as it slumped onto the ground.

Autumn had slain everyone, and with as much effort as it took to lift a hand. Once again, her attention returned to Cloudhawk. “You are the chosen successor?”

His eyes were fixed on the girl he’d watched die a moment ago but who now commanded a level of power that frightened him. “Who are you?”

“I was once one of the six Supremes, attendants to the God King. My true name was Silvana – mistress of the steppes and forests – but the people of the Vale took to calling me the Shepherd Goddess. Now, I suppose my name is... Autumn. And I am the leader of this tribe.” Autumn’s impassive face took on an expression of impatience. Her fingers twitched ever so slightly like she was holding something back. “Take what belongs to you and go, now. Before I kill you where you stand.”

Cloudhawk was at a loss. “I don’t understand.”

Her pretty brows furrowed. “I have stood watch over the Demon King’s Cuirass for a thousand years. I have fulfilled my promise, and now, that responsibility falls to the successor.”

Demon King’s Cuirass? Successor?! Cloudhawk’s eyes turned to the armor suspended above the altar. Now able to see it more clearly, his first impression was that it reminded him of the Caliph’s armor-like skin. Was this some kind of demonic gear?

Demon King… judging by the name, he would have to be the antithesis of the God King that Autumn mentioned. Finally, Cloudhawk understood who the phase stone’s former master really was.

He had come to possess the will of the Demon King, killed a thousand years ago during the Great War! That was his benefactor!

Cloudhawk’s uncertainty must have shown on his face, for Autumn then said, “You know nothing about this?”

He nodded. “I came across this stone by accident. I had no idea who it belonged to.”

“Impossible… there must be some mistake.” Autumn frowned in thought for a time, but after a thousand years of sleep, she found many holes in her memories. She couldn’t call to mind what she was looking for. In the end, she waved a hand dismissively. “What happens to demons like you is no concern of mine. Take it and go. The cuirass no longer has a place here.”

Cloudhawk had never questioned the inheritance he’d stumbled upon. But now that he knew he had come to possess what remained of a demon king, he grew wary. The only demon he knew was Abaddon, and that monster was strong enough to fight ten veteran demon hunters by himself. As far as Cloudhawk knew, he wasn’t any sort of Demon Elder either. Given how powerful Abaddon was, what did that imply about the Demon King? Cloudhawk simply didn’t dare to imagine such power. “What happens when I put it on?”

Her response maintained that dispassionate tone. “You will continue to receive his inheritance. From the moment you put it on, you will become the next Demon King. The title affords you the right and responsibility to command your kin. Of course, the gods on Sumeru will not sit idly by once the birth of the new Demon King is felt.”

The implications of what she said were dizzying. Once he accepted the final item of inheritance, Cloudhawk would be… the Demon King? Never in his wildest dreams would he have thought something like this would fall on his shoulders. Demons were such mysterious beings, and now, he was inexorably tied to them.

It was especially strange to hear these words from Autumn’s lips. However, this Autumn wasn’t the one he teased so incessantly. This one was a god. And that being the case, what was she doing watching over a demonic artifact? Why would she do nothing when a new Demon King was on the cusp of ascending? There were too many questions Cloudhawk didn’t have the answers to!

He slowly shook his head. “I can’t take this armor!”

Autumn’s eyes glimmered with internal power. “The power of the Demon King does not entice you?”

Entice my ass! He fought the temptation to string together a few choice curses. It was a terrifying prospect! He was just a guy trying to find some peace. Becoming a Master Demon Hunter was already a ludicrous dream, and now, he was being told to put on some rusty armor and become a king.

How was anyone supposed to react? It was like a beggar on the street wandering into a palace, only for someone to rush up and stuff a crown on his head and proclaim him master of the realm.

“I don’t know anything about being the successor to a Demon King,” Cloudhawk said. “I don’t have anything to do with demons. I won’t accept this armor.”

Autumn fixed her eyes on Cloudhawk for a long time with a look of suspicion. The demons had chosen a human to be their king? That didn’t make any sense…

Autumn, or at least the god she had become, didn’t know what had gone wrong. But, she didn’t care whether this human would be the new Demon King or not. It was a problem for the demons to trouble themselves with. It made no difference to her if those fiends had no king.

Cloudhawk hesitated for a moment. “Autumn – I mean, the Autumn I knew… Is she still… there?”

There was another jarring explosion in the distance.

He suddenly remembered that the old drunk and Gabriel were still at war with the Dryad and the dragon king. Their respective battles had to be nearing their end too.


38 / Power of Faith


While Cloudhawk was battling Adder, his comrades were also embroiled in conflict.

Naberius had tried to protect them by weaving a trap at the entrance to the cave but was foiled when they discovered that the Dryad could summon others like it. It took only moments for the cave to be filled with leaf-spackled tree people that crawled out from the vine-encased walls.

Incredible. He’d never heard of a power like this before.

They were independent constructs that were seemingly composed of vines. What counted as a body was not humanoid by any stretch. They didn’t even have necks. But they did have faces – wooden face plates that looked like masks haphazardly draped over the vines. The invaders’ hairs stood on end when they beheld the tree demons and their hideous expressions.

The masked vines started to gather and draw closer.

Their gait was slow as they stumbled forward, but their strength was evident by the way the cavern trembled with each step. Vine-like arms were dragged along like hammers and carried enough force to shatter rock or bone.

And there were a lot of them. More kept pouring out of the walls in an endless stream.

Their fighting style consisted of more than just brute force strikes. They were also able to attack from a distance with javelin-like spiked vines or to ensnare their enemies with poison-barbed creepers.

“Fall back!”

Claudia flooded the area with petals from Tempest Flower. Hundreds of metallic slivers burst out in all directions like bomb shrapnel. Many of the vine creatures were shredded.

However, these summoned monsters were not normal creatures. They feared neither death nor pain.

Broken apart or blown to pieces, it didn’t matter. They pushed on as long as they could with mechanical determination. No matter how many the defenders managed to cut down, more took their place.

It was like watching a slow-motion tidal wave coming to swallow them up.

One of them waved its floral appendage, and a vine shot out from its waist. Friction from its lightning-fast passage made it sound like the air was tearing. The invaders scrambled out of the way.

Crack! It missed them and sank about a meter into a nearby wall.

As the creatures drew nearer, the humans could now see that they were covered in thorns. Judging by the color of these barbs, they, in turn, were coated in poison. Without question, getting pricked by one would be less than ideal.

They kept getting closer.

Forced onto their back feet, Naberius didn’t have a chance to weave his web. They were forced to flee with the only end in sight being a gruesome death. The masked constructs kept coming, rigid shambling bodies shuffling their way forward, coated in poisonous barbs.

“We can’t hold them,” Claudia shouted. “Scatter!”

“No!” Butcher’s wide eyes fixed on her, furious that she would even make such a suggestion. “Demon hunters put the mission first, even if it means their deaths!”

Claudia scowled back at him. She wanted to yell “fuck the mission”! But, she knew the truth, that there was nowhere to run. Right now, it seemed like a matter or whether they died sooner or later.

All the while, the number of masked vine creatures increased.

They weren’t proper living things, so they didn’t have soft underbellies or essential organs. No weaknesses. Killing them wasn’t easy, especially since they could attack from both up close and far away. They weren’t going to stop this hoard all by themselves.

“Gods, give me strength!”

The howl came from Butcher’s scarred throat as he flung the enormous hammer with his right hand. Its massive weight displaced the air – whoosh, whoosh! — while the chain that it was connected to clanged noisily. When he let it go, the hammer tumbled end over end for a dozen meters before smashing into the face of one of the vine monsters.

Its wooden face was smashed to splinters.

Once its “face” was gone, there was a surge of energy from inside the construct that was released like a mist. The vine-entangled form lost the ability to hold itself together and fell limply to the ground, becoming just normal vines again.

Everyone paused. Their faces! That was their weak point! Butcher’s reckless attack had revealed their vulnerability.

Claudia commanded Rei and the Sutherland brothers to use their exorcist bows. Strong though the wooden masks were, they couldn’t stand direct shots from the Elysian weapons. One after another, energy bolts started streaking into the encroaching mass of vines.

Each shot took one down. It was simple and straightforward. Eventually, they started to make a dent in their numbers and then got the upper hand.

As the torrent seemed to be ebbing, the humans thought they were out of the proverbial woods. They were gathering for a final push to wipe them out when a host of vines struck from behind and caught Rei unprepared.

They hit so hard that they could split rock.

Rei’s armor was cut apart, and even a demon hunter’s sturdy constitution couldn’t protect her. The wounds were serious. The rest of the party wasn’t quick enough to respond, and another vine caught her in the leg and dragged her down.

“This is bad! They’re behind us!”

While they’d been focusing on the vine monsters ahead, the Dryad’s scope of influence had grown. Several masked creatures had emerged behind them, catching the humans in a quickly tightening vice.

Because Rei was a healer, her typical strategy was to stay in the back. That put her right in the path of the masked monsters and made her a priority target. Entangled by their grasping vines, Rei was dragged into their midst.

She was quickly surrounded. Her piercing screams echoed off the cavern walls.

Fury sprang up within Claudia. A hundred shimmering petals quickly gathered together overhead to form a cone-shaped bloom of metal.

“Let – her – go!”

The host of petals was thrust into the face of a monster like an awl pike. Though the petals were small enough that they could penetrate into the creature, they weren’t strong enough individually to destroy the mask. However, as more gathered inside of the creature’s head, they suddenly burst out, causing the entire upper half of the creature to detonate. The petals were flung out to find new targets, and six or seven more of the monsters were quickly felled in the same fashion.

Rei was revealed to them, lying on the ground and covered in blood. She was trying to claw away with all of her might when one of the monsters slammed both of its heavy fists into her back. Rei was pummeled into the ground, bleeding from every orifice and unconscious. They couldn’t tell if she was alive or dead.

They’d already lost Belinda. The world would never again see the talented woman’s smile. Did fate wish to steal Rei from them too? No! It couldn’t be allowed! It was unacceptable! That tragedy could not be repeated!

The number of petals Claudia could control was limited. After dealing with most of the creatures that had threatened Rei, she was spent. Naberius was nearby with streaks of silver shooting from his hands. His daggers fell like rain and killed many of Rei’s assailants, but it was not enough.

Rei’s life was at stake!

Claudia was weighing what to do when two figures streaked past her. She called out, “Stop! It’s too dangerous!”

Crain and Tigron were not the sort to disobey their sergeant’s orders, but they were deaf to her cries now. The young brothers charged into the fray after communicating with a single wordless look.

Neither Sutherland was very strong, so running into the middle of these monsters was almost a death sentence. They just didn’t care – how could they call themselves demon hunters if they didn’t save a comrade in danger?

Shame would haunt them for the rest of their lives if they simply watched Rei die. Some things in life were more important than living; they would rather die saving a friend than live a long existence plagued by guilt!

The word demon hunter was synonymous with pride, and even novices like them wore it like a badge of honor!

“Bro, use it!”

Each brother produced a small relic that looked like pieces of a jade pendant. They fit perfectly together to form a full relic. It was covered with intricate inscriptions, and if Cloudhawk were here, he’d recognize it as a particularly powerful tool.

The Sutherland brothers had received this upon graduating from university. Until now, they’d never had cause to use it.

This Sutherland family heirloom wasn’t just powerful, it was also very unique. It demanded a huge amount of mental energy, so much that two demon hunters were needed for the relic to activate. Two wills, two minds, joined in focus and belief.

Crain and Tigron had grown up together, as close as brothers could be. However, it was difficult even for them to achieve the sort of total unity the relic demanded. Now, though, at this key moment when they were of singular mind and purpose, maybe it would answer their call.

Hideous wooden faces turned towards them. If their gambit didn’t work, the brothers would be doomed.

Together, they called on the relic’s power.

A dusky light bloomed around the pieces, and as it crept up the brothers’ bodies, they began to change. Crain and Tigron melted away into two strands of smoke that gathered together.

Two heads. Six limbs. Three meters tall. Their combined body was somewhere between realities, half-visible like some kind of divine avatar.

Claudia knew they had the relic in their possession, of course. However, using it was exceedingly difficult. She didn’t expect them to be able to summon its power so soon.

In summoning the relic’s strength, it transformed the brothers into some kind of conjoined quantum state, dual frequencies that, when combined, created the creature they saw before them.

It was more than just a transformation. Their strength, mental energies, and physical capabilities rapidly increased by several orders of magnitude.

With Crian and Tigron as one, their combined power was easily four times what they could accomplish on their own! Even Claudia wasn’t sure she could fight the amalgamation they’d become.

The two-headed, six-armed goliath charged into the creatures. Almost immediately, whipping vines were sundered and thrown aside. One meaty fist plowed into the vine creature hovering over Rei and turned its mask into dust. They picked her up and carried her back to the group while vine creatures viciously slashed at their back.

It was no use. What the Sutherland brothers had become was more than human, and soon, Claudia and Naberius had come to their aid.

The remaining masked creatures that had crept up behind them were relatively few in number. It didn’t take long to cut them down. However, while the threat from behind had been dealt with, the pressing mass of twisted wooden faces before them was only growing. Butcher and his hammer was the only thing standing between them and the writhing torrent. He’d smashed a dozen or more of them to pieces in succession, but he’d been wounded a number of times as well. Word of his mad bravery was proven true once again as he single-handedly faced the hoard in defense of his colleagues.

Naberius’s face darkened. “It’s too late.”

The passage out was thick with plants that writhed and slithered like a hundred thousand angry snakes. It spread into the cavern at a rapid pace. Strong though they were, the slow pace of the masked creatures reduced the threat. Given time, Naberius and his crew could have cut them down. The real danger was the Dryad, which was quickly coming to finish them off.

“I can hold it off for a while!” Butcher’s body was slick with blood, but he stood tall before them as if he felt nothing. With a growl, he smashed his hammer into the face of a vine monster that got too close. “Fall back and set your trap. Go!”

Claudia could hardly believe what she was hearing. “Butcher, you-”

“Stop wasting time!” His voice was harsh and defiant. “You can’t all die down here. You’re the next generation of Skycloud’s strength. You’re also more talented demon hunters than I. Our realm still needs you!”

For a moment, everyone was silent. Cruel, hideous, and tyrannical, Butcher was infamous for the terrible things he’d done. Yet, here it was, a day when this nightmare of a man was willing to lay down his life for others – others he didn’t even like.

Among those he was willing to die for was a madman who had carved the flesh from his bones and tortured him brutally. His grotesque appearance was a direct result of this evil act.

Butcher shouted at them, “Go!”

A smirk spread across Naberius’s face. “You’re an honorable man. We’ll settle our grudge in the next life.”

He was the first to fall back deeper into the cavern. Seeing this, Claudia was left with no choice but to abandon Butcher as well. She had a responsibility to what remained of her team. She ran after him.

Butcher was left alone.

Though considerably wounded, the injuries did nothing to rob the man of his iron will. On the contrary, he almost grew taller with dark pride. He was a warrior, and the greatest battle of his life lay before him.

I give my life to the gods of my home.

A holy warrior never yields! Attack! Attack!

For our grand army! For the gods! Press on! Skycloud, forever!

Seeped in righteous fervor, Butcher threw himself at the masked monsters with everything he had. His strikes landed true, stronger than ever before, and his hammer obliterated everything before it. In these moments, he wielded more strength than a demon hunter twice his grade.

His mind descended into a frenzied rage. The light from his eyes blazed with a level of devotion he’d never felt before as though he’d spent months in prayer. Twisted masks appeared before him and fell, splintering beneath his hammer. It felt like the power flowing from him was limitless, and every step forward was miraculous.

The creatures’ numbers dwindled.

Butcher’s heart seethed. The soul of a holy warrior burned inside him. The savagery of the fight pushed him even further, awakened his potential, and filled him with a pure and brutal joy. Butcher fought like he never had before. It was faith! Faith had granted him power!

He didn’t know what would happen next, but he wasn’t afraid. He was eager to meet his end. He yearned for it!

Vines swarmed in around him. Eventually, a towering figure appeared like a demon marching through a tearing green tide.

What an ugly, devilish horror!

At least a dozen rotting skulls protruded all over its body. Its entire body was a hideous synthesis of corpses haphazardly sewn together with vines. As the Dryad rose to its full height before Butcher, the powerful aura it bore washed over him. Indomitable. Unyielding.

Attack!

Press on!

For the glory of Sumeru!

For the honor of Skyloud!

Our armies will not be defeated!

Butcher launched his final assault without a shadow of doubt in his heart.


39 / Eternal Warrior Spirit


Barb was panting heavily. Four dragons lay broken by her feet.

Peppered with wounds and bruises, she stared at the final one. She hardly believed she’d gotten this far, for five dragons together was difficult even for a high-grade demon hunter to handle! The slightest misstep could mean death, especially since these dragons were resistant to demon hunter attacks – but here she was.

Four down.

It showed that Barb’s total capabilities weren’t inferior to someone like Claudia who had undergone the grueling rigors of Hell’s Valley. The difference was that Barb learned everything she knew on her own with nothing but her talents and the bitter wastes as her instructor. Getting to this point wasn’t easy.

A brief moment passed where the two stared at one another. Then, with an angry roar, the final dragon attacked.

Blood was dripping into Barb’s eyes, turning her vision red. But even though her eyes burned, she didn’t blink. She watched the dragon come, knowing that her body was reaching its limit. Yet, her heart was determined.

It was coming!

Power flowed through her exorcist rod.

The dragon opened its flurry with its spear-like tongue, but Barb deftly juked to one side. She held her breath, swung around to the side, and brought her weapon up. Barb released the air from her lungs in a roar of challenge, bringing the rod down on the dragon’s neck. Sturdy scales cracked but held. Every muscle in Barb’s body went tense as she pressed, pushing with all her might to force the rod through.

Crrrack-pop!

Her rod fought past the scales and into the breast’s neck.

One viridian eye glared at Barb, wide and angry, as she pinned the hulking creature to the wall. One final shudder wracked through its body, and with a gurgling death rattle, it went still. It took four or five seconds for Barb to wrench her rod free. Blood dripped down her body from head to toe, making her hair slick. Some of it was her enemies’, but much of it was her own as well.

She stumbled back a little when her rod was freed. It had been a trying ordeal, one that pushed her to her limits - but in the end, Barb had prevailed. Five dragons were felled by her hand. She’d pushed herself past her limit to succeed in a mission that should have been impossible. Even so, five dragons meant nothing in the grand scheme of their battle. Victory here was not what mattered.

Not far ahead of where she was recovering was the fight that would change the tide.

The dragon king’s crystal body shimmered with pure green energy. It was hunched low to the ground and faced an old man bearing an iron cane.

Golden light embraced the filthy warrior. Though he faced a creature that had dwelled in this tomb for a thousand years, the old man’s presence was no less dignified.

Little remained of the old drunk they’d met at the outskirts of Fishmonger’s Borough. To Barb’s eyes, that vagrant was gone. The man between her and the dragon king was an invincible War Saint.

The two had already exchanged several blows. The shattered stoned and fractured walls gave testament to the fury of their battle. The old man’s body was marked by several deep gouges from the dragon’s claws.

His martial prowess allowed him to regenerate quickly, and the blood gushed from the wounds, but they were far from negligible. Meanwhile, the dragon’s magnificent crystal scales glimmered along its form unscathed, like a beautiful piece of art. This was despite the fact that half of the old man’s attacks had found purchase.

Did this mean that even the drunk’s considerable power still wasn’t enough to harm the divine beast?

The dragon king was a tenacious foe whose scales resisted all energy and corrosion attacks. Pure force was the only way to combat it.

While a normal dragon would be a threat to someone like Barb, the old man could defeat one in a handful of moves. Not so for the dragon king. The emerald monstrosity was resistant to most assaults in addition to its other formidable defenses. Its scales were stronger than any steel, and even masterwork weapons were impotently deflected by its hide.

Seething in the divine beast’s glowing green eyes was a look of haughty derision. Then, it was on the move again. Leaping up from the ground, it threw itself at the old man with such force that a gale tore through the cavern.

A torrent of green fire was expelled from its maw, forming into orbs as it traveled.

The old man danced around them like a pendulum, deftly avoiding each orb without issue. Yet, from above, the dragon watched his erratic movements, gauging where he would be and descended with claws outstretched. Its great wings folded over them to restrict his movement while those dagger-like talons reached. Its claws were as keen as spears with the strength to crush steel and rend stone.

Clang!

The impact of two incredible forces released waves of energy that were visible to the naked eye. So intense was their collision that even the air was blasted away from them, creating a brief vacuum.

Pain shot up from the old man’s wrist. The dragon’s strength was too overwhelming and threatened to break his defenses. It felt like a whole mountain had been dropped on him, like he was a lightning rod in the midst of a terrible storm. He could feel the terrible power sear through him from his head down to his feet.

Boo-oo-omm!

A thunderous crack ensued as the rocks beneath his feet cracked apart.

He positioned himself to redirect at least some of this power to help him retreat, but the dragon would not give him any quarter. It stretched out its neck and belched another wave of green fire over his body, a torrent of pure hate. For a moment, nothing could be seen, but the sound of something heavy striking a distant wall was clear. Fist-sized shards of rock were expelled as the old man was buried several meters in the rock.

His gnarled hands held tightly to the iron walking stick. Golden light blazed, protecting him from the brunt of the dragon’s fire. Even so, through breaks in the roaring flames, one could see the old man’s hair, clothes, and even skin begin to melt.

The creature’s fire breath was no normal fire. It was more like acid, so strong that even corrosion-resistant equipment would be dissolved in moments. One shuddered to think about what it could do to flesh.

Mighty though he was, the old War Saint found himself in dire straits.

Seeing this, Barb gripped her exorcist rod tightly and charged forward.

Although past the point of exhaustion, she disregarded the very real dangers to her life and gathered up the dredges of strength hidden deep inside her cells. Pain jolted through her every muscle: a combination of burning, tingling, and bone-deep agony that was almost more than she could bear.

She pushed through it. One, two – seven steps, she charged ahead until, with the last footfall, she flung herself at the dragon king like a human javelin. Barb focused all of her remaining strength into her exorcist rod as she brought it crashing down on the divine beast’s spine, hoping to break it.

Barb’s combat skills were not inconsequential. While her mental prowess was lacking, and her physical and martial capabilities were average at best, where Barb differed from others was her ability to combine them. Joined with the advanced Demonbreaker March martial technique, it gave her an intense and brief explosion of power.

Toonnnnnnggg! A deafening peal sounded like she’d struck a large bell.

Barb’s arms went numb from the impact as her power was reflected. As it shuddered through her weapon, the rod was overwhelmed and shattered. Far from injuring the beast, Barb was instead blasted backward by her own attack.

The dragon king didn’t even spare her a glance. It merely answered by whipping its tail.

She was sent careening across the cavern like a baseball and ultimately ended up in a heap on the floor. The beast’s defenses were too strong, so much so that Barb hurt herself trying to attack it.

It paid her no more mind. The creature was intelligent, calculating. Obviously, the human female was no threat and, thus, was not worth its notice. It could stand there and let her attack to her heart’s content, all to no avail. The only one who even constituted a threat was the male. And so it kept trying to dissolve him with its green fire.

The dragon would dissolve this old fool into a heap of mush before he could fight back!

The old drunk was fighting to protect himself, but the fires were taking their toll. Skin and muscle were starting to separate, to melt and fall away. Seconds were all it would take to reduce him to a skeleton if this kept up. After that, nothing would remain of him at all.

The human was waning. He was getting tired. He was not strong enough! The dragon king’s heart was flush with mockery and disdain.

It was a creature that took part in the Great War between gods and demons. The dragon king witnessed the greatest of their race as well as the ten legendary demon hunters dispatched by the humans. This paltry old man did not measure up, and it was folly to think he could stand against the likes of the dragon king!

The old man felt his strength quickly fleeing. The inner strength that had recently begun to return to him once again evaporated like water droplets in an inferno. This creature was too strong. In his heyday, Vulkan could have stood his ground. But this withered old man – even with the help of the Vale’s powerful medicines – was fighting an ancient foe with only a fraction of the strength he’d once commanded. It wasn’t enough.

Dawnguard’s light began to fade. The old man knew he couldn’t hold out against the flames for much longer.

He felt helpless to change the inevitable, a familiar feeling he’d experienced once before: five years ago when he brought his Templars out to the wastes under the direction of his disciple, when he’d gone to rescue Baldur.

A figure in a gray robe had appeared to bar their path.

Strong… too strong.

The moment he attacked, they were overwhelmed. He had ten of the Temple’s most talented warriors, each one comparable to the mightiest demon hunters – but it didn’t matter.

Half of their number was slain in the first attack. By the end of the second, they’d been wiped out. The disciple he had painstakingly selected to succeed him had thrown herself between Vulkan and their attacker in an attempt to give him time to escape, giving no heed to the fact that it might end up costing her everything.

It didn’t matter.

The man in gray began to glow.

A bolt of lightning streaked from him that mercilessly obliterated any martial attempt at defense. He remembered watching the charred black flecks of ash float through the air, all that remained of his disciple.

Fury had filled the Skycloud’s War Saint’s mind. But, the fury was just a front, hiding the terror that was beneath.

The mightiest warrior of Skycloud, a man whose pride bordered on defiance, was struck dumb in the face of a power that was so far in excess of his own. Complete and utter hopelessness was all he felt, a sense that there was no option but death. That was the fear that gripped him, fear and despair.

The Fates had conspired to keep him alive, but so absolute was his defeat that he never even considered vengeance. Instead, he took to wandering the wastelands as a beggar in the land he once sneered so openly at. He was reduced to accepting food from the vile prostitutes he spat upon, subsisting on the foulest fare, performing the lowest deeds for coin.

Once, he had been held high above everyone, a prince among the clouds. In the end, he was nothing more than a worthless old man crawling through the gutters.

All glory, gone. Five years now and during that entire time, the old man was convinced his heart had withered.

Yet, in the face of this dragon, he felt a stirring of defiance. He remembered that bitter defeat and the years of disgrace that followed. Would he allow another failure to haunt him a second time?

No. Five years of miserable living was enough. The grim existence, the pain – it had filled him to his limit like water in a bottle. No more. Not a drop more or he would burst.

A little more. He only needed a little more to break through.

The old man’s eyes widened and started to burn with a radiant light. Dawnguard’s nearly spent light flared back to life stronger than before.

Skycloud’s War Saint had never died! He’d only been waiting, waiting for this moment!

With the light of his relic protecting him, the old man stepped out of the hole he’d been buried in. His weakening body was quickly returning to normal. Once free, he brought his cane back and swept it forward, expelling a wave of pure energy.

For an instant, there was something like panic in the dragon king’s eyes.

It didn’t know what had happened, how the old human had suddenly fought back from the brink and with such intensity. No answers were forthcoming, and so taken aback was the dragon king that it couldn’t avoid the blast that caught it in its stomach. Its scales cracked as the beast of several tons was thrown into the air.

A second blow knocked the divine beast to the ground. When the beast landed, cracks split the ground and spread through the cavern.

Exhaustion could be seen from the wrinkled creases around the old man’s eyes, but it would not diminish his resolve, for he had finally vanquished the demons he’d been warring against within his own soul.

His third strike was aimed for the divine beast’s skull to obliterate the ancient brain within.

However, it was in the moments before the killing blow that the sound of a flute echoed through the cave. The flitting notes raced like bullets towards the old man. He could feel their physical presence as a danger.

His face darkened as the old warrior was forced to abandon his attack. The flute’s sound knocked him from the air and several meters away from the beleaguered dragon king.

Through his glowing eyes, he watched several figures emerge from the far end of the cavern. Autumn was at the fore with the flute against her lips. Had she been the one to stop him with the godly artifact?

He looked past her, towards Cloudhawk who followed with an odd expression on his face. Intentionally or not, he was keeping his distance from the young leader of Woodland Vale.


40 / Someone Who Can Fight


Autumn was still Autumn, as beautiful and delicate as a forest nymph.

Her clothes were unchanged, the same as any other Valite.

However, the old drunk had spent more time with Autumn than Cloudhawk had. He was more experienced and had a keener eye as well. So if the young Warden could recognize the difference in her, how could the old man miss it?

Although she was the same in appearance, this Autumn was not the same one that followed Cloudhawk into the central chamber. She… felt different.

There was no emotion in her pretty eyes anymore. Instead, her eyes were filled with an arrogant stateliness. She looked upon them in the same way a mighty beast might look upon insects, like they were worms slithering through the dirt.

What happened to the sweet and sentimental girl he knew?

The dragon king heaved itself back onto its feet. Though the attacks it sustained from the old man were devastating, it was no ordinary creature. Its injuries were not life-threatening.

The old drunk squinted at the figures across from him, alert and uncertain.

However, there was no need to fear. The crystal dragon did not resume its attacks. In fact, it ignored the old man completely and hung its head like a docile mutt.

The ancient creature, with strength and intelligence to match the Temple’s great protector, was as meek as a kitten before the seventeen-year-old child and her flute. To display such a servile and respectful posture to the frail girl was strange, to say the least.

Autumn reached out and stroked the beast with her hand. A faint glow spread from her fingers and into the divine beast’s body. Its cracked scales knitted themselves back together before their eyes.

When Autumn dropped her arm, a scowl of deep displeasure was aimed towards the old man. “Is this your doing?”

When the girl’s eyes turned upon him, the War Saint felt a pressure he rarely experienced before. It was as though the air around him grew thicker. But, he was a man of the world, and he’d faced many with impressive bearings. Though it was clear much had changed in the young girl he once knew, it didn’t stop his insolent nature. “What are you doing, you little scamp? Didn’t you want to hire me to come and protect the Vale? You know… I thought about it for a while, it’s starting to seem like an alright idea.”

Her pretty eyes narrowed and grew dark with indignation. “Begone!”

Although her voice was gentle, it caused the entire cavern to tremble.

All of the walls and ceiling surrounding them split apart at once, and a host of deep green vines slithered from the fissures. Whipping creepers filled the cavern so fast that it was like being caught underwater in a box that suddenly cracked and let the sea invade.

“Wait! He’s one of us!” Cloudhawk shouted to try and dissuade her.

Autumn’s face was as cold as ice and possessed a sort of grim majesty. She was a god, and the presence of this rabble in her mausoleum was more of a sin than she could stomach. The gods were fickle beings, and so it was that she decided they all shall die. One of us? There was no “us”! None of these mortals were worthy!

Most importantly, they knew of her true identity, that she had been reborn as the Shepherd. They could not be allowed to leave and spread what they knew.

She readied herself to rend these worms limb from limb when she was suddenly stopped by the faintest voice in the back of her mind. A frail thought from the depths of her soul. It was enough to distract her from releasing a sea of mental energy that would have obliterated these piddling mortals. It was enough to give her pause.

The will of the girl who once inhabited this body was not destroyed?

When the Shepherd had chosen this form for herself, Autumn’s spirit had not been entirely dominated. A fragment of her still existed within the god’s mind like a speck in a vast ocean. It was effortless to keep the mortal child contained, and yet, she still managed to exert influence.

As the Shepherd’s will to slay her friends grew, that small piece of Autumn rebelled in protest. It was laughable to think she could stand in the way of a god’s resolve, but the spirit of the fallen girl had won them a brief reprieve.

The old man wouldn’t let up. “What the hell is wrong with this kid?!”

“Cut it out with the bullshit!” Cloudhawk shot him a warning glare. “Let’s get out of here!”

Autumn’s body was home to a god now. She had become a god – and more than that, a Supreme. Her power was leaps and bounds beyond that of mere mortals. In fact, all humans were below her notice except for the legendary demon hunters of old and perhaps the Master Demon Hunters of today.

Help? She required no help. The crippled old man was a worm and nothing more!

The old man realized this was graver than he thought and thus raced towards Barb, who was lying on the ground, as fast as he could. He swept her up and raced from the cavern towards the mausoleum’s exit.

Claudia and her team had since finished their part of the battle. Lying upon the ground bruised and bloody, they watched him race by. Gabriel could hardly raise a finger, and Naberius had slipped back into the darkness of his subconscious.

The Dryad lay in a mindless heap nearby. After chasing them through a maze of cutting wires, it had spent all of its energy and could no longer cobble itself back together. Pieces of it still quivered on the ground in an impotent heap, still trying and failing to kill its prey.

Butcher was dead. The rest had one foot in the grave.

The drunk didn’t explain as he ran by. He only urged them to follow. Although they weren’t sure what was happening, one look at his face convinced them that it was best to move first and ask questions later.

Only Cloudhawk and Azura were left to stand before Autumn. He didn’t know why, but something inside him told him that the Shepherd wasn’t going to kill them. The Shepherd’s presence here had something to do with an old accord he was a part of.

As for Azura? She’d watched the whole scene from beginning to end, but the Shepherd’s pride would now allow her to stoop so low as to murder children.

Autumn’s brief revolt faded, and the Shepherd regained control. She looked at Cloudhawk with burning anger in her eyes and lifted a hand. Suddenly, Cloudhawk felt a power envelop him like a vice and lift him off his feet.

A dangerous light shone in her eyes — filled with exuberant power and malice. It was as though she could peer right through him with a glance. “Are you so confident that I won’t kill you?”

He felt so confined that he might suffocate. “Make your move then,” he managed to croak.

Several tense moments passed. Autumn’s eyes grew harder by the second, thick with murderous intent that flowed through her entire body. It surged up inside her like a tidal wave before she forced it back down. “I will spare your insignificant life. Out of respect.”

Respect? Respect for who? The former Demon King!

Autumn walked through the cavern and blew once again into the flute. Naberius’s Shadethread traps were suddenly as fragile as silk, broken by the mere sound waves released by her artifact. The chunks of rotten meat and vines that were the Dryad shuddered and reorganized themselves like dutiful soldiers. After a few moments, a humanoid figure rose up from the ground.

It was still an ugly thing, but much more… complete than it had been before. It was no longer so much a haphazard doll of mismatched pieces and more like a three-meter-tall super mutant.

The Dryad retook its shape, unscathed from its war with Naberius.

It lumbered their way like an iron giant, a loyal guardian dead-set on protecting its mistress. It was no different from Blackfiend the Undying and its blind loyalty to Squall.

The situation was becoming more troublesome by the moment.

Autumn herself was frighteningly volatile and monstrous. With the addition of two indomitable protectors, Woodland Vale promised to be a formidable force. Whichever side they chose to fight for would receive a great boon in their support. It would be enough to easily turn the tide.

“Go. Kill all who offend the sanctity of Woodland Vale!”

Autumn’s low command was not as frightening as the sharp and unforgiving look in her eye.

Awash in the homicidal urges of its master, the crystal dragon spread its wings and dashed out of the mausoleum with her on its back. They moved so fast that wherever they passed, the grass and shrubs were torn up, leaving a trail in its wake.

Arrrrrrooooggghhh!

The dragon king’s cries caused the Vale’s canopy to shudder. It was on the hunt.

They left the dank bowels of the Godtree, and as Autumn looked out over the setting horizon, she felt a deep sense of satisfaction at her freedom. It was a well-deserved freedom, bought by a thousand years of captivity. But, deserved or not, she couldn’t let her contemporaries on Sumeru know that she had awakened. To that end, anyone who had come into the Vale had to be silenced lest word got out.

Hundreds of dragons now circled above the forest. They would wildly dart into the trees below and attack invaders as they were found. It didn’t matter who — Elysian demon hunters, wastelander warriors, or a few with particularly wretched airs — all were subject to the tearing claws of the dragons.

A thousand years has passed. Has the world changed?

In the distance, the dragon king roared.

As if on command, the many dragons broke away to make room for their master. Autumn stood upon the crystal dragon’s back, bathed in the light of a dying sun. Such a majestic scene was hard to ignore. The Elysians, Highwaymen, and Sanctum warriors all stopped to bear witness to the arrival of the awe-inspiring figure.

“It’s her!”

“What the hell?!”

Selene, Squall, and the other commanders stared at the spectacle in disbelief.

Meanwhile, she stared down at them from her vantage point high above. “The dignity of your Shepherd shall not be maligned! In daring to enter my abode, you forfeit your lives.”

In the space of an instant, the world below was awash in thrashing vines and stabbing roots. The forest came alive, and Autumn assailed the invaders without mercy.

Screams from her victims rose up into the dimming sky, giving voice to her cruel and unending slaughter.

The dragons renewed their attacks. But now, their attacks were far more organized, more targeted, and more structured. It was as if they were more like soldiers than beasts. Cutting talons fell in phalanx formations and routed their human foes quickly.

It was all too sudden.

Where had this all-powerful girl come from? Her attacks were savage and indiscriminate, levied against whoever caught her eye regardless of faction. Anyone and everyone was her enemy… and the Shepherd had no tolerance for enemies.

Wyrmsole looked about at his men who were dying by the dozens beneath the heinous attack. He would not suffer their destruction, and so, with his standard flapping, he cried out to the instrument of their destruction in a mighty voice, “Try your tricks on me!”

A flaming dragon roared from him and lit up the darkening forest.

In response, she blew a single note from her flute. Wyrmsole’s dragon was torn asunder without a visible reason.

He gaped at her in shock.

Wielding nothing but a flute and hundreds of meters away, she dispersed his mighty attack as though it were a mere afterthought. Shock was an understatement. It was fear that he felt, deep and unabating. He raised his standard to defend himself from the acoustic waves she flung at him and was blown several hundred meters into the forest. When he came to a stop, blood was pouring from every orifice. In a single attack, she had wounded him gravely.

He was the strongest demon hunter here, and yet, she flung him through the trees like a discarded puppet.

This strange girl had a power more immense and mysterious than he could fathom. No one could understand how this child was doing this! They could take all of Skycloud’s most talented youths and put them together, and they still wouldn’t be able to match her fury.

Selene looked at the cherubic face, which was both familiar and unfamiliar. Was this the same girl who had traveled with Cloudhawk before? It couldn’t be.

Autumn had been born with great potential, but not to the point where she could swat Wyrmsole away like he was a babe. How had she so suddenly become this strong? But, it didn’t matter – if this was Autumn now, then the situation in the Vale had changed dramatically.

Selene placed herself squarely before Autumn. “Where is Cloudhawk?!”

The Shepherd had no idea who this “Cloudhawk” was. The name was entirely unfamiliar. However, when this presumptuous woman appeared before her, swathed in holy vestments and dripping with divine energy, she became incensed.

Seeing the familiar relic called to mind sour memories from a thousand years ago. It was a mighty tool she had presented eons ago and was one that made her think of things that should have remained buried.

“Dead!” The single word was her response.

Selene’s face, as cool as an iceberg, immediately darkened. “What? Impossible!”

Dawn and the others heard her claim and stared in horror. A heartbeat later, the Polaris heir turned crimson from fury. Her voice rang out loudly enough to drown out the din. “You killed him!?”

“Why do you trouble me with such asinine questions?” Her voice was frigid and impatient. “It matters not, for today, every one of you dies!”

The dragon king reared back and belched a column of flame at Selene.

However, the Cloude prodigy was no coward, nor was she unfamiliar with battle. She did not stand idle once her foe took an offensive posture. Moreover, the anger rumbling inside her was eager to be felt, so she struck out with her blade.

Frost, Dawn, and Atlas were quick to follow her lead.

Their enemy was too strong. Though it wasn’t clear how she’d become so strong, it was obvious that they would need to fight as one. No hope of success could be found in fighting alone.

Autumn used her flute as her weapon and blew into it to summon a beam of light. The single beam split into six. Six became thirty-six. Each of her attackers suddenly found themselves the target of several spears of light that struck them from the sky and drew sprays of blood.

The brunt of the attack was aimed at Selene.

Her Holy Vestments were largely a support relic. Though they had some defensive capabilities, they weren’t enough to protect her from Autumn’s ire. She was simply too strong, and her attacks were blindingly quick. The only other time she’d encountered an enemy so fierce was her battle with Abaddon four years ago.

Another exchange!

The girl in airy green robes handily blasted back four of Skycloud’s greatest warriors!

What were humans to a god? What had become of them over the years? They had become so weak!

She remembered how mighty the champions of old had been, the ten legendary demon hunters who made the battlefields tremble. How had their species fallen so far? These worms were hardly worth her attention!

She prepared herself for the killing blow.

Suddenly, the blast of an explosion sounded in the distance. It rolled across the forest like dull thunder. Even from what had to be a great distance, it was as though a hundred thousand stampeding horses were charging across the Vale. The energy it produced could be clearly felt as though the gods themselves had come knocking. It swept by quickly, this sound of thunder. In fact, it was the blast of something breaking the sound barrier.

Who? Who could produce such a deluge of power?

Autumn’s eyes narrowed as she peered into the distance. “Finally, we have someone who can actually fight?”


41 / Skycloud's War God


He was a towering man with a head of silvery hair that resembled a lion’s mane. In times of peace, he was as indomitable as a mountain. In times of war, he was a beast that could not be chained.

“Skye Polaris!” Wyrmsole’s eyes went wide. “Retreat!”

Every Skycloud denizen, past or present, knew the great General.

He was one of the three illustrious leaders of the Elysian lands: Grand General Skye Polaris, High Priest Ramiel Caelestis, and Governor Arcturus Cloude. The first was Skycloud’s principal military mind. The second was its spiritual core. The last was its executive leader and political genius.

These three were giants among men. Where they tread, the earth trembled. Their names shook the pillars of civilization.

Arcturus Cloude was not one for traipsing through the wastes. He was, after all, Governor of Skycloud and the head of government. So, he remained within the confines of the Elysian lands to ensure the realm operated as it should. Especially in these trying times, he wouldn’t dare abandon his people.

Ramiel, as High Priest, was the spiritual center of the Elysian lands. His place was in the Temple, and rarely did he step foot outside. In those rare circumstances where the Temple’s influence needed to be felt, he dispatched their holy warriors in his stead. It was unlikely Ramiel would ever be forced to step out into the wastes.

Skye Polaris was another matter.

He was the sword of Skycloud, commander-in-chief of its armies. It was also widely known that he was the realm’s greatest warrior. Since the Polaris family had no clear successor, it fell to him to lead their Elysian might out against their foes, whether to maintain the prestige of his failing house or for other practical reasons.

When Cloudhawk first learned of Woodland Vale’s location, his first order of business was to dispatch Roc with the news. It was a backup plan in case their gambit here failed. However, since General Skye was elsewhere, it was Selene and the others who were sent in his stead.

Meanwhile, however, he had been racing here as fast as he could. Now, he arrived at the critical moment when his presence was needed most. And thank the gods, for if he hadn’t shown up when he did, the young and talented bearers of Skycloud’s future surely would have perished.

“Grandfather!” Dawn had already been heavily wounded by Autumn’s assault. “Just in time, cut down this bitch!”

Skye observed the scene with smoldering fury. Too far! These fiends had even injured his granddaughter!

The rage that broiled inside him was like a hurricane, making him see red. He felt it stirring inside him like a dragon, like a mad beast that caught the scent of blood. In the blink of an eye, he was up in the air. Every muscle went taut, and as the power seeped from his cells, his skin turned a deep amber hue. He ignored Wyrmsole and his ilk as they scrambled for safety and threw the whole of his might against Autumn and her crystal dragon like a spear of light.

Skye Polaris was not a demon hunter. He bore no relics to empower his attacks. The changes his body had undergone were a result of training and evolution, and every cell in him was like an energy reactor. When accessed, it was like a hundred million tiny fusion explosions all racing through his body in a chain reaction of explosive release. His swollen form and ruddy skin was the result of this process.

Skye Polaris’s body had far surpassed the likes of an ordinary human. He had ascended to something greater.

His attack was nothing fancy. The grizzled warrior arched through the air with his fist raised. The air around it warped and changed from the pressure, leaving behind a streak of effervescent energy. Everything gathered at that singular point, a focus of power so intense that it birthed a shock wave. Particles in the air caught fire from the friction as he descended towards his victim.

One of the Polaris family’s most supreme martial attacks – Meteor Fist!

Skycloud boasted two peak-level martial warriors. The first was the Skycloud War Saint known as Vulkan. The other was Skye himself, praised as the Skycloud War God. Both men had achieved perfection of their physical form far beyond the limitations of what humans could achieve. Yet, when it came to pure physical strength, none could match Skye Polaris.

The War Saint, as he was known, was a nigh-peerless warrior. In addition to superhuman martial capabilities, he also possessed mental energy to rival a high-grade demon hunter.

Skye Polaris had none of this. He didn’t know the mysterious martial styles of the Templars. He’d never trained his mind in the use of relics or divine artifacts.

For all his life, Skye Polaris had trained in pursuit of pure speed, pure power, and an invincible physique. His body was tempered inside and out, encompassing every cell and muscle fiber, to the point that the rules of nature hardly applied when he summoned his full strength. He had developed the potential of the human force to unprecedented levels – that was his training style.

Autumn had been grumbling that the humans were no match for her and was pining for a true challenger. It seemed she got her wish.

She adopted a dignified expression, lit by the fires of the approaching fist. Her flute darted to her lips, and again, the sky was split with a hundred streaks of light. They weaved and darted together like a net to try and deflect the punch. The opposing forces met in midair.

Their collision birthed a roaring firestorm over the canopy.

Onlookers below winced against the light and heat. Trees near their confrontation were felled by the buffeting winds.

Autumn felt a hitherto unmatched power rush through her. Beneath her feet, the crystal dragon whined as together, they were blasted dozens of meters through the air. Cracks appeared upon the divine beast’s gem-like scales.

Skye Polaris stood unmoved and unscathed. However, all of his accumulated power had been spent, and he could not follow up with a second attack. Dozens of Autumn’s attacks had struck, each with the power to fell mountains. Against the War-God, however, they didn’t even leave a scratch.

Shocked stares gaped at them as the onlookers struggled to comprehend what they were witnessing. Squall’s face was particularly sour. “The old freak is incredible.”

Wyrmsole and his people were still fleeing for their lives, and he didn’t even dare look back. He was trailed by Natessa and the other Giants of Hell’s Valley, whose faces were deathly pale at the prospect of facing Skye Polaris. Their infractions were the worst, for they had turned their back on Skycloud and were known as the most egregious of traitors. What’s more, they were responsible for the death of his brother. If they were caught, their deaths were assured.

Further into the forest…

Vulkan, Gabriel, Barb, Claudia, and her squad were just clambering out of the Godtree. Their eyes turned skyward just in time to see the dramatic exchange between Skye and Autumn.

The old drunk’s eyes narrowed. “Old my ass. That bastard hasn’t weakened an ounce from his heyday.”

Barb was nearly struck dumb. “Is that General Polaris, the War God? How could someone like him ever grow old? He’s hardly human!”

The drunk didn’t respond. Of course people got old. It was the inevitable curse of humanity that they should wither. Where there was growth, there was also decay. Where there were peaks, there were also valleys. Strong as he was, Skye Polaris wasn’t above the rules. He couldn’t stand upon his peak forever. There was no question he would live a hundred years longer than his peers, however. The old man was just too stubborn to accept growing feeble.

He was steadfast in maintaining his peak form, halting the inevitable decline. Impressive though it was, it demanded much from him and would eventually rob him of years of his life.

The old drunk was in awe of the old general.

Skycloud’s strongest were almost exclusively demon hunters, Vulkan among them. Where Vulkan differed was a focus on physical prowess with mental energy as support. The combination of the two was what allowed him to perform near-mythical feats. But, in the thousand-year history of their realm, there had been no one like Skye Polaris. Never had there been a human with the gall to spit in the face of convention and eke out every ounce of potential from their mortal form.

Skye Polaris was a living legend!

He was a paragon for all the many warriors without mental or spiritual gifts. What he accomplished was more impactful than the mystical feats of even the greatest demon hunters! The War God’s presence meant that the path of the martial warrior was not a doomed, lonely one. He was their pillar, their guiding light, the one who gave inspiration to the struggles of the ordinary and the diligent.

Without a War God, how would there be such a thing as a War Saint?

It was true that Skye Polaris was nearing his eightieth year. The old drunk himself was almost sixty, so even he respectfully addressed the General as a senior and elder. Back when Vulkan was just beginning his journey as a martial artist, Skye’s name was already ringing through the Elysian lands.

It was, in fact, an encounter with Skye Polaris years ago that convinced Vulkan to give up his mental pursuits and focus more on his martial abilities. So, in a very real sense, the War God had created the War Saint.

In Skycloud, the gods held an unrivaled position of respect and authority. Nothing, no matter how grand, could be compared to a god. But that unspoken rule was flouted when it came to Skye Polaris. Martial warriors and soldiers alike extolled the abilities of this old man, the greatest among them. Their War God. As ringing as the title of War Saint was, it could not compare with a god.

“What a shame,” the old man muttered to himself. “What a damn shame.”

Barb glanced at him. “What’s that, Excellency?”

He tightened his grip on his cane and, for a moment, seemed almost frail. He shook his head with a sigh, and the others continued to look at him in confusion.

The fallout from Skye and Autumn’s first clash lasted for a full half minute.

Skye Polaris stared at her with the fixed gaze of a raging bull. “So, something exists in the wastelands that is capable of surviving my punch!”

Autumn’s face was as inscrutable as a lake surface. Yet, in her heart, there were ripples of surprise. A thousand years. So this is what humans have achieved! This male’s body is more divine than mortal! Is he honestly human, or a monster?

Trepidation was felt on both sides.

Skye knew what sort of power his punch had delivered. In Skycloud, he could count the number of men who would survive a single blow on one hand, much less the fiends of the wastes. This child who looked younger than his own granddaughter hadn’t just taken the punch – she wasn’t even injured. He knew of no other living creature that could accomplish this.

When did the wastelands produce a freak like this?

But, he wasn’t alone in his distress. Autumn felt it too.

Though she didn’t let it show on her face, Skye’s punch had wounded her. Its concussive wave caused internal injuries, but her divine power had quickly healed them before it was evident to others. At last, she remembered that she was now the young leader of Woodland Vale, not the mighty Supreme she had been. Most of Shepherd’s mental prowess had been retained, but she no longer had a god’s physical form.

Was she really so weak now? As fragile as a bird’s egg. Her opponent was a beast in human form. In close combat, she wouldn’t last three rounds before he pummeled her to death.

Suddenly, Autumn found herself in a difficult position.

Her mental abilities were more than sufficient to battle this man, but her physical body was not. If she was felled here because of this old man, then all of the effort she put forth to preserve herself for a thousand years – and all that time spent locked in that prison – would have been for naught.

Shepherd would not tolerate another defeat, nor could she expect a more suitable body than Autumn’s to present itself any time soon.

This mighty, prideful god discovered that she was not as invincible as she’d expected. A thousand years of captivity escaped only to encounter this superhuman freak. Fate had conspired against her, it seemed.


42 / Best Case Scenario


Oddball led the way as two figures – one big and one small – pressed through the forest.

Azura was like a little monkey that’d just climbed out of a mire. She was covered in dirt and scrapes from head to toe, but she was a scrappy kid so it didn’t bother her. Despite the hardships so far, she hadn’t once complained and still insisted on walking on her own.

“Teacher, why didn’t you put on the armor?”

“Why should I?”

“Well, because Autumn said if you did, it would make you stronger. You don’t want to be stronger?”

Azura was the only one who’d seen the entire exchange between him and the Shepherd.

Hell’s Army, mutants, the old drunk, Claudia, and Butcher. Cloudhawk’s fight with Adder, Autumn’s death and rebirth, all of the love and hate and animosity – she was there to bear witness throughout all of it, and each had a strong impact on her young psyche.

She didn’t understand what happened to “Sister Autumn” that changed her so dramatically. She also didn’t know why her teacher would refuse to wear armor that promised to make him a better warrior.

It was right there, right at his fingertips, the promise of incredible power. Why didn’t he just reach out and take it? Did power really mean so little to him?

He turned around and bent his waist so he could address the small girl at her level. His dark eyes shimmered, clear and keen. “Blue, we live in a world that’s at the same time fair and unfair. Everything you get in life will come at a price, and the more power you get, the more responsibility you’ll have. If you don’t have the wherewithal to shoulder all those burdens, then more power will only make you lose yourself. It’ll end up crushing you.”

“So, you’re scared you won’t be able to control the power?” She didn’t fully understand what he was saying. “But teacher, how do you know you can’t if you don’t try?”

For a moment, he didn’t know how to answer. The little scamp sure had a lot of faith in him. He didn’t even have that kind of faith in himself. Just a few minutes ago, he’d learned that the former master of the phase stone he carried was the fallen Demon King, an entity who shook the world with his passage. All this time, Cloudhawk never felt his life had anything to do with demons, much less being the chosen successor of their leader. It was too sudden. He wasn’t prepared for all that meant.

Why should he put on this damn Demon King’s Cuirass? Between the power locked in the phase stone and Cloudhawk’s own talents, he was sure he’d be a celebrated elite demon hunter in a handful of years. That was enough power as far as he was concerned. He really wasn’t ready for the kind of power used to save the world or destroy it.

“In the world we live in, when you think about a problem, you’ve got to consider all angles. Things are rarely as simple as they seem.” He thought for a minute and then went on, “Let me give you an example: say I put something precious right in front of you. All you have to do is reach out and grab it, but the second you do, you lose all friends, all loved ones, everything you ever knew. What would you choose?”

For all the questions and potential problems becoming a Demon King might mean, this was the one that concerned Cloudhawk the most. It was the reason he refused the armor in the first place.

The moment a new Demon King arose, it was possible that a second Theomachy between the gods and demons would break out. If he accepted the Cuirass, Cloudhawk couldn’t avoid completely aligning himself with the demons and would perhaps even be forced to play a significant role in whatever their plans were.

He didn’t know anything about their world. The Caliph of the Sands was the only demon he’d ever met, and that meeting was not exactly on pleasant terms.

Abaddon was already too enigmatic for him to understand. How could he presume to have the right to lead those creatures? What claim did he have to the Demon King’s Cuirass? At the end of the day, he was human, and the demons wouldn’t listen to a mere human! With the problems it would cause, he wasn’t even sure he’d survive making the claim.

But most importantly of all? The second he put that armor on, Cloudhawk would become enemy number one to all of Skycloud and the gods on Mount Sumeru. And it wasn’t just them; General Skye and even the Conclave of Judgment would send their warriors after him. He’d be hunted to the ends of the earth, and nowhere – not Skycloud or the wastelands – would be safe for him.

Dawn, Selene, Barb, Drake… he would inevitably be at odds with all of them.

And then, there were the gods themselves. A threat like a new Demon King would stir them from their mountain repose, and sooner or later, Cloudhawk would find himself at the center of their attention.

Power was what was promised. But when he thought about it, the price and the pressure that came with it were too much to accept.

Eternal solitude was what that armor really offered him. Constant war, being an enemy to the whole world, and darkness as far into the future as he dared to look. No, there would be no happy ending for him. All Cloudhawk had ever asked for was peace and quiet. It would be foolish to throw himself into a pit of fire.

He wouldn’t be their Demon King. Fuck, whoever wanted that title could have it! He wasn’t ready for it, and he wasn’t sure he would ever be. He wanted a destiny of his own choosing, not one another had locked him into.

Azura gave her answer with as much resolve as her little body could muster. “Everyone could leave you, but I never will, Teacher.”

With a lopsided grin, he teased her. “You little punk, you sure know how to talk. I knew I took you on as a disciple for a reason.”

Azura knew her teacher was a good man. He just didn’t like to have to deal with things. She didn’t understand the principles he was trying to teach her, but what she did know was that what belonged to him belonged to him. If he was chosen by fate, there was no running from it.

The world was filled with all sorts of things to be desired, and those things one wished to avoid were often the ones one came upon.

Inwardly, Azura made herself a pledge, that she would strive to be better. She would grow strong and capable, to be a worthy right hand to her teacher so that she could share the responsibility for these worries that weighed on him.

“Ah, here’s the exit.”

Cloudhawk and Azura followed Oddball out of the mausoleum. As they did, their ears were met with the sound of distant explosions.

Cloudhawk’s first action was to send Oddball out to investigate. It darted off as a streak of golden light, quickly breaking past the canopy and peering in the direction of the sound with its keen eyes. What it saw was a tempest of epic proportions over the nearby forest.

A tempest? That couldn’t be right! Woodland Vale was sealed from the outside world and didn’t suffer extreme changes in weather.

Cloudhawk focused through his connection with Oddball and found that it wasn’t a tempest at all. It was a battle and an epic one. The combatants were Autumn, obviously, and a silver-haired figure that he didn’t expect to see.

The commander-in-chief of Skycloud’s expeditionary forces, General Skye Polaris, had arrived!

Cloudhawk hadn’t expected him to arrive here so quickly.

It was clear by the residual energy hanging in the air that the two had already traded blows.

For the moment, they were at a stalemate. Their exchange was a fierce one, with Skye Polaris attacking with nothing but his hands and feet. His attacks were so intense that they kicked up whirlwinds, and with each swing of his arm or leg, the trees around him were felled.

There was already a wide clearing around where they fought. Trees, grass, and shrubs were all torn apart.

A fight of this level far surpassed anything Cloudhawk could imagine. He could see it clearly through Oddball’s eyes: Skye rushing through the trees like a raging bull and Autumn’s agile body darting out of the way. She was obviously trying to keep as much distance between her and General Polaris as she could.

A host of dragons was nearing their battlefield. Skye was quickly enveloped.

The War God released a thunderous battle cry before throwing a punch that blasted all the surrounding dragons to pieces. His powerful legs kicked off empty air, launching him back in a headlong assault towards Autumn. He recognized the girl’s weakness.

While her mental abilities were comparable to a Master Demon Hunter – maybe even stronger than Baldur’s when he was at his prime – her body was not tempered. He could rip that soft female form apart without much effort.

Autumn blew on her flute, summoning the Dryad from nearby. Meanwhile, the dragons gathered back around so that even though the human was unexpectedly strong, it was still an encirclement he couldn’t break free from.

It was then her turn to attack. As the forest came to her aid, Skye found himself in a disadvantageous position.

Suddenly, a number of figures dashed onto the field to support him. The first was a living shadow, hidden behind a dark mask. Immediately, his potent and sinister aura filled the clearing. He was Mr. Ink, the most trusted agent of the Polaris family.

It appeared that Mr. Ink was not just an adviser but a powerful demon hunter in his own right.

The instant he appeared, Mr. Ink was on the offensive, throwing orbs of onyx fire at the Dryad. Autumn’s champion was forced to abandon its attack on Skye and switch focus to the new attacker. Judging by his sudden and puissant appearance, Mr. Ink could surely hold his own against the Dryad despite its strength.

The rest who came to help turned on the dragons.

General Polaris, meanwhile, paid no mind to the chaos that had erupted around them. His burning gaze was fixed on Autumn, and he raced after her again. A brief, heated exchange followed that sent them both shooting into the clouds.

Cloudhawk couldn’t make out anything else. Occasionally, a thunderous blast would echo from beyond the cloud cover, or a flash of light would appear. Countless snapped and severed vines tumbled from the heavens like some sort of nightmarish rain. From below, onlookers could see clouds being pushed around or blasted apart by the force of Skye’s punches.

Above the swaying canopy of trees, their epic confrontation continued for another half an hour. Both Autumn’s mental fortitude and Skye’s unadulterated force were breathtaking to behold. The General was a man nearing eighty, and Autumn had literally just returned to life. Neither was at peak condition and yet, their clash could only be described as titanic.

As for who would emerge victorious, neither result would be a good one.

Cloudhawk felt deep gratitude for the old man because it was he who took the wastelander all those years ago in Skycloud. And though Autumn wasn’t the same Autumn he once knew, Cloudhawk knew that some small part of her was still in there. It was hopeless and impossible, but he thought that maybe one day, that girl might come back somehow. If Skye killed the Shepherd, then everything would be lost.

At last, the sounds of fighting ceased. Both warriors fell back towards the ground. Skye and Autumn stopped in midair about a hundred meters from one another and regained their bearings. The General remained unharmed, and in fact, his body hummed with a steely aura. His hands were raised to prepare for the next punch. Likewise, Autumn showed no damage and floated in the sky with a lofty majesty.

The old warrior’s face was etched with frown lines. “What the hell are you?”

Autumn’s reply was calm but callous. “I am the leader of the Woodland people, Autumn Draper!”

Leader of the Woodland people? It could hardly be that simple!

They looked at one another with the full knowledge that the only way to determine who would win this fight was if the other one died. Skye’s mission to eradicate the Conclave was not yet over, and he had a family to support. Although it was a struggle against every part of his being, with his prestige and position, he couldn’t give in to the urge and put everything aside for a good fight.

Autumn, too, was not eager to meet her end, not while she hadn’t even fully regained her power. Her newfound freedom had been hard-won, and she was loath to let go of it.

Neither side came at this conflict with the intention of dying. For the time being, their challenge was doomed to be a draw.

Cloudhawk surprised himself with a relieved sigh he didn’t know he was holding. It was an anticlimactic end, to be sure, but it was the best-case scenario.
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“It’s been a long time since I’ve found someone who can go blow-for-blow!” Energy wafted around the general like steam. It caused the air around him to grow hot and shimmer. Despite their extended contest, he didn’t appear at all weaker. “You’re strong. If you were to join with Skycloud, then I – Skye Polaris – would personally make sure that you will be safe. I will be a protector and a representative for the needs of you and your people.”

Autumn’s gaze turned even colder. Skycloud was a land created by the gods, a group Autumn was once an important member of. How foolish for this mortal to presume she needed or would accept capitulating with his demands?

Autumn blew into her flute, once again summoning a surge of psychic power. As it swelled to encase the area, her power coalesced, gathering strength. Very quickly, it became obvious that if she let it go, it would be a danger to everyone nearby.

Skye scowled. While he didn’t have the sort of mental abilities Autumn had, it wasn’t difficult for his keen senses to deduce what she was planning. If she couldn’t deal with Skye, then she would hurt him by targeting those on his side. This forced him to hold back for fear that she would retaliate against his granddaughter and the other Elysians.

Her aggressive posture being obvious, Skye wasted no further time with talk. It was obvious to him that Autumn would not bend the knee. “Mr. Ink, we withdraw!”

The leader of Woodland Vale was far stronger than he’d anticipated. Although she had a clear weakness, they were on her turf, and she had an army of dragons. Skye put his odds of victory at sixty percent, but it would be a fight to the death. Yet, beyond the danger to himself, the more pressing concern was his allies in the surrounding forests. It was more than likely that, in the course of their lethal battle, those under his command would suffer. Skye wasn’t going to let that happen.

General Polaris was the commander of Skycloud’s expeditionary force. For now, their main enemy was the Crimson One. Ultimately, Woodland Vale was a third party and not worth the consequences of an all-out war like this. He was sure the Crimson One would like nothing more than for the Vale and Skycloud to beat each other bloody.

Their involvement had prevented the Vale from coming under the Conclave’s control. It was impossible to tell where the chips would fall in the future, but the only option now would be to report what had happened here to the rest of Skycloud’s leaders and formulate a plan. Something would be done when they had more information and input.

Dawn was irritated by this anticlimactic end, but it was clear her grandfather had made up his mind. “Dawn, go with Mr. Ink and leave this place.”

Without waiting for her protests, he shot up into the air. In a handful of seconds, he was going five times the speed of sound. His powerful feet kept kicking the air, pushing him further and faster and causing compressed air to boom dully in his passage. Onlookers couldn’t follow his incredible speed, only the bursts of energy left from his footfalls.

He was after the Conclave. Those worms had to be trampled before they could flee.

Dawn openly scoffed at the order to retreat. Selene also had no intention to leave before she found Cloudhawk. However, before they could formulate their next move, a small group rushed into the clearing created by Sky’s battle. It was none other than Claudia and the others of Cloudhawk’s party. They were quickly pressed for news on Cloudhawk and told the others that he was safe – at least for the moment. Only then did they agree to fall back.

A hint of exhaustion was beginning to show at the corner of Autumn’s eyes. Human bodies were too weak. Had she possessed her former body, the likes of Skye Polaris would never have been a threat. He was an impressive specimen, but even still, he could not compare with the legendary demon hunters of old.
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Woodland Vale, Godtree, Midbough.

This was the center of Woodland Vale, a city among the Godtree’s branches. Homes were patched together among the boughs or fashioned out of holes in its trunk. Some were like bird nests, composed of mismatched materials and almost precariously thrown together among the leaves. The Valites were a people who lived their lives entirely off the bounty of the Godtree.

Midbough’s populace was all aflutter

Men, women, children, old, young – they all came out of their homes and threw themselves prostrate on the bark before Autumn. She had changed into a different robe of green, and her hair had been freed from the two braids she usually kept them in to flow freely down her back. A crown of woven grass and flowers adorned her brow, and her hand lightly cradled a long wooden staff. She was being carried among the people on a litter born by eight strong tribesmen.

“Matriarch!”

“Chieftess!”

People called out to her as she passed, for it was clear that the Autumn they knew had become something greater.

She had received the Shepherd’s inheritance and had become strong. The ancient protectors of their people – the Dryad and the dragon king – obeyed her commands. With the help of over six hundred mature dragons, their land was an impregnable fortress, safe from outside aggression.

Work had begun on an altar. It had been at Autumn’s command though no one knew the reason.

The Vale’s new matriarch sent out parties to find Cloudhawk, but despite them combing through the forests, there was no sign of him. It appeared he was gone.

Had he truly abandoned his rightful inheritance? Without even a second thought?

The young human’s mind was an enigma to the Shepherd, but it was no longer a concern of hers. She had other troubles, for it was becoming more evident that the spirit of the girl she’d possessed wasn’t destroyed. On the contrary, her frail presence in the back of the god’s mind was becoming more active.

The Shepherd found this… troublesome.

After all, a mountain could not have more than one tiger. The same applied to one body.

A thousand years ago, the Shepherd had planted the seed of this tribe among the boughs of the Godtree. It was deliberate, for eventually, she knew one would become her new vessel. In all the time she was locked away, her consciousness had watched, guiding and manipulating the humans through the Godtree.

It was Autumn who had turned out most perfectly, a magnificent work of art guided by Shepherd’s hands. Because of this, she was born capable of resonating with the Shepherd’s flute. Without any means of training, she still possessed impressive mental fortitude. Yet, once Shepherd took her body for herself, this proved to be a problem. It was unexpected that the girl’s will would remain even after her physical body was dominated.

No matter. She was a mere mortal in the end. What threat did she pose to a god? The Shepherd was confident the rebellious little soul would be suppressed in short order.

One of her scouts scurried along the wide branches towards her and breathlessly gave his report. “Matriarch, bad news. Another group of invaders has arrived!”

What? The border to their Vale had been closed. How could someone have gotten in?

Autumn realized there was only one possibility. Someone had found a breach. A thousand years ago, it had taken the Shepherd an enormous amount of energy, life essence, and a legendary relic to create Woodland Vale. As part of that process, she separated it from the rest of the war-torn world.

But, there were limits to even what a god could do. Her beautiful creation and its protections were not perfect.

There were… loopholes in the Vale’s defenses, though they were secret and hard to stumble upon. Most would never discover them, for they required a working knowledge of the powers that kept them hidden.

Autumn was still trying to puzzle out who it could be when a dervish of sand and grit blew into view. Countless grains of sand rasped as they blew in front between the leaves and branches. A detestable look gathered in Autumn’s eyes when she realized it.

It was a sort of innate loathing that was bred into her very soul.

Gods and demons were eternal enemies, polar opposites that would never live in harmony. The Shepherd was different since becoming Autumn, but this bone-deep hatred that had existed for centuries would not be so easily dispelled.

A demon! What was a demon doing in her domain? Was it because of the Cuirass?

It was supposed to be a secret, one that even the inner circles of the demonkin themselves did not know about. If they had, Woodland Vale would have been overrun by the fiends long ago, so why would they choose today?

The sands slowly gathered together in front of her.

Autumn blew a quick note on her flute, which gathered energy around her. A shell of force appeared that kept the sand from getting too close. She needn’t have feared, for the sands coalesced into a twisted black form three meters in front of her.

Two burning red orbs served as eyes, and in their depths was a look of curiosity with a note of surprise. Gnarled hands gripped an ancient tome tightly.

God and demon stared at one another for a moment.

“The Shepherd, one of the Six Supremes, whose name was sung even amongst the peaks of Sumeru. That is… until you were defeated by my king a thousand years ago and, for reasons unknown, rebelled against your fellow gods. Forsaking your place among the divines, you chose the life of a pariah and built this place, only to ultimately die in the wastelands.” Abaddon’s unsettling, raspy voice slithered through the air between them. “No one expected that the dignified Shepherd would escape oblivion through cunning schemes. I wonder, how do you think the God King would react if he learned the truth?”

A burning, murderous hatred darkened Autumn’s eyes. “Have you come seeking death, worthless beast?”

Nearly all of the mightiest demons were slain during the Great War, and the Shepherd knew those that remained. She was unfamiliar with this one, which meant it was not a part of the battle – in other words, it was no demon of consequence.

A grating laugh rumbled from the Caliph’s throat. “I came to be after your war was finished, so it is no surprise you are unfamiliar with me. Unless I am badly mistaken, Shepherd, your condition upon rebirth is not suitable for open conflict. This is where I enter the story, for we are in – as they say – a position to provide mutual aid… or cause mutual destruction.”

The Shepherd was uncomfortably aware that any misstep would be quickly exploited by this crafty demon. Her greatest fear was that the other gods would know she returned before her power was wholly recovered. After all, she was the only god in history to turn away from her own people.

“Why are you here?”

“Collaboration.”

“You think I would debase myself by helping a demon?”

“It wouldn’t be the first time. But, if you insist on refusing to show me respect, perhaps at least you might show the ancient one some civility.”

Autumn watched as two more figures emerged from the lazily dancing sands around Abaddon. The first was a man whose one eye was covered by a strip of cloth. The other was a fiery and enchanting woman.

They were the leaders of the Dark Atom — Wolfblade and Hellflower.

Not long ago, Cloudhawk puzzled over why the Dark Atom had not been involved in the efforts to take Woodland Vale. He suspected they’d been waiting in the rafters and would attack when the other parties were at their weakest, making a delayed entrance after all unworthy players had left the stage.

Autumn’s eyes fell immediately upon Wolfblade, and for a long time, the two stared at one another. Eventually, she let her vigilance and protection wane. The look of revulsion on her face turned to fear. “You still live!”

“I thought we were old friends. Your words wound me, Shepherd.” Indeed, Wolfblade’s tranquil bearing was like that of an old friend who hadn’t come to visit in a long while. His movements and bearing were relaxed, almost flippant. “Where is it?”

“Still sealed.” Autumn’s responses were unconcerned. “He refused to accept the bequest.”

“What an interesting young man. But, this was expected.” Wolfblade smiled as though he knew all that had transpired. “He is not yet mature enough. It’s no matter. He will accept it eventually.”

Abaddon interjected, “Are we ready to discuss our cooperation?”

“What are you talking about?” Autumn replied.

“We require eboncrys. A lot of eboncrys.” This came from the woman, whose voice had an alluring sort of magnetism. Autumn looked at the woman’s hands and noticed something green that sparkled between her lithe fingers. It was a dragon’s scales. “These scales are also very valuable. Made into armor, it would defend well against a demon hunter’s attacks. I would like to negotiate for a sizable order.”

It was as Hellflower said. These dragon scales were special. Normal demon hunter attacks were ineffective against them, and if the Dark Atom’s soldiers were equipped with them, they would be well-protected. There was no one needed to explain how beneficial this would be in an all-out war.

Her request made a lot of sense. The dragon scales were harder and more tenacious than steel alloy. If Woodland Vale provided the Dark Atom with eboncrys and scales, it would be an injection of incredible proportions to the organization and the wastelands as a whole.

Autumn looked among them. “Is that all?”

From Hellflower’s eyes flashed a brief look of mania. “I would also like to get my hands on some divine technology.”

“You have a healthy appetite,” Autumn mused with some disdain. “What do I get in exchange?”

“You should be familiar with what I’m capable of.” Wolfblade fixed Autumn with his one good eye. “I can provide you with whatever you wish. For example… help with that trifling voice in the back of your mind.”

A secret agreement between the Dark Atom and Woodland Vale.

The Conclave of Judgment had spent much in their attempt to win the Vale for themselves, only to leave empty-handed. Adder had lost his life in the mausoleum beneath this enormous tree. Cloudhawk and the Elysian forces fought tooth-and-nail, but all for naught. In the end, it was the Dark Atom that skulked in and got what they wanted without ever having to lift a finger.

Perhaps… Perhaps, that was part of the plan all along.
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Skycloud was in a state of upheaval. The wastelands had also begun to change. Its barren expanse was showing signs of life, and from time to time, rainstorms would sprinkle the long-parched soil. Sprouts of green began to peek out from dirt for the first time in centuries.

Two hundred kilometers to the west of Woodland Vale was a small settlement nestled among the valleys at the foot of a mountain range. It would have gone unnoticed if not for Oddball’s high vantage point and sharp eyes.

Cloudhawk and Azura trudged through the simple pathways to a humble inn.

Oddball alighted on his shoulder and twittered excitedly, to which Cloudhawk responded by fishing out a small fruit as a reward.

Eboncrys fruit varied in size from roughly the diameter of a man’s fist to as large as a barrel. Cloudhawk had pinched some from the Vale on their way out. After all, it was what Autumn had promised him. He just took a little more than was agreed upon. As interest.

Considering how much of it grew all over the Godtree, what he took wouldn’t be missed. But out in the rest of the wastelands, he was sitting on a small fortune.

Oddball hopped around the piece of eboncrys fruit excitedly and then threw its pudgy yellow body forward. Peck peck, peck peck! Tiny, bird-sized bites worked away at the husk of the fruit, and a thick ooze began to leak forth. Energy flowed through the viscous stuff in high density. It was actually this fluid that, when collected and refined, created ultra-pure eboncrys crystals.

Oddball lapped noisily at it as the liquid emerged.

Cloudhawk was saddled with the unavoidable and expensive cost of raising this little thing. He hoped Oddball would soon grow into the sort of divine beast he’d seen in Woodland Vale and the Temple. Would it be as strong as Anima or the crystal dragon? Right now, the little thing could hardly take care of itself.

Oddball seemed to pick up on Cloudhawk’s displeasure. Lifting its pudgy head, it let out a series of squawks, turned its back on him, and tucked into the fruit.

Whatever. Cloudhawk thought about the old drunk and where the others could have gone. He guessed that it didn’t matter right now, not as much as a nice drink of water.

Their journey across the stirring desert hadn’t been easy. He and Azura had gone through all the water he’d stored, and in fact, he hadn’t had a drop for nearly a week. His little disciple wasn’t going to last much longer at this rate, so water had to be their first priority. Thankfully, the climate had started to change, and water was easier to come by. This region had seen some rainfall recently, and a clear river had carved a path down the nearby mountains to run through the settlement. Its bounty was currently controlled and doled out by the settlement’s leader.

Cloudhawk traded several Elysian weapons for two large canteens.

He was about to bring the water back to Azura when his whole body went stiff. An urgent warning came through the connection between him and Oddball.

Cloudhawk rushed back to the inn they were staying at, inwardly cursing this ill sensation. He pushed open the door to find eboncrys fruit scattered on the ground but nothing else.

So quick… someone had grabbed Azura?

Oddball was following the offenders, so Cloudhawk let the little bird’s vision guide him. They’d just left and were still nearby.

Who would have the gall, the titanic fucking stones, to kidnap one of mine?

Cloudhawk used his phase stone to teleport towards Azura’s captors.

He flashed into existence before a group clad in black. None of them moved or reacted to his sudden appearance. Their leader was unmasked, revealing a pretty and imposing face. Long black hair hung past her shoulders. She was beautiful, but there were signs of exhaustion in the lines on her face. In her hand was a long blade pressed against Azura’s face.

All it would take was a jerk of her arm to separate the small girl’s head from her body.

Cloudhawk was floored when he realized who it was. “Asha… is that you?”

When he spoke the words, Luciasha pushed out from the crowd. She was thinner than before, and her eyes were strangely void of emotion like she’d lost something. When Cloudhawk looked into those eyes, he saw something puzzling and unfamiliar.

He frowned. “The Asha I knew wouldn’t be threatening a young child.”

“And the Cloudhawk I knew wouldn’t murder a good man.” Her attention was fixed on him with a look that cut Cloudhawk deeply. Her voice cracked with emotion. “Where is my foster father?”

She tried to keep a hard facade, but the tone in her voice and the look on her face was pleading. She was clinging to the desperate and unreasonable hope that Adder still lived.

Cloudhawk was quiet for a time. Eventually, he sighed. “He’s dead.”

Everyone guessed that had to be the case, but hearing it from his lips struck them like a tidal wave. A man like Adder, killed by someone like Cloudhawk?

Revenant’s eyes were like stagnant pools, but when Adder’s death was confirmed, they dimmed even further, like the last light of hope in her world had gone out. Looking at her, one could almost see that she’d lost her spirit, leaving only a husk behind.

Impossible… Impossible. He promised, and he never goes back on his word. How could this child have killed him?!

If what he said was true, then she swore to make Cloudhawk suffer whatever the cost. Her hand tightened around the blade, ready to move. Azura’s face was pale as she felt the lethal determination wash over her. She fought back the tears that were gathering at the corners of her eyes, biting her lip so that her whimpers couldn’t escape.

She was just a child, but she knew that right now, her teacher was more helpless than she was.

“Asha, what are you doing?!” Cloudhawk’s fists were balled tightly, but he didn’t move. “This is the child you saved! Are you really going to stand there and watch her be murdered? She’s innocent!”

“What terrible things did my father do?! What right did you have to kill him?!” For the first time, Cloudhawk heard anger in Luciasha’s voice. It was a depth of fury he never thought he’d hear from such a frail and gentle thing. “You could have just left! Why did you have to kill him?!”

Cloudhawk didn’t know how to explain it to her.

Their fight was ostensibly over the future of Woodland Vale, but really, it was about Asha’s safety. Adder had made himself enemy number one to Skycloud. With so many powerful people in Skycloud looking for his head, he was doomed to die sooner rather than later. His fate was sealed the second that bomb went off.

Cloudhawk’s worst fear was that the consequences of his actions would fall on Asha’s shoulders. But, would she understand? No, she couldn’t understand.

If Adder’s death ruined the beautiful girl Cloudhawk had saved from Lighthouse Point, then he was the architect of his worst fears. He wouldn’t forgive himself.

“Don’t! I have something Adder wanted me to give to you.”

He fished a small cracked gemstone from his pocket. It was all that was left of Adder, and Cloudhawk had promised to deliver it to Revenant and Asha.

When Revenant saw what it was, she froze.

Luciasha stumbled forward in a daze, stretched out her hand, and took it. The moment her fingers touched the cracked surface, the relic began to glow.

The gem turned into a mirror. Reflected therein was a figure everyone was familiar with.

He was tall and stalwart. A heavy cloak was wrapped around his frame, covering everything but his chiseled features. Scars traced a path across one eye. The figure stepped out from the mirror world and into theirs.

Everyone stared in awe.

What was going on? Adder was alive?

Luciasha wanted to throw herself into Adder’s arms and sob, to vent the joy of realizing that her loss was imagined. But, when she tried to wrap her arms around his body, they passed right through. She stumbled through his strong chest and fell to her knees.

Cloudhawk looked at the man and soon realized that it wasn’t Adder. The real Adder was dead and gone, smashed to pieces by Cloudhawk’s own hand. This was just his reflection.

This shadow of the man had no physical form. It was merely a fragment of his psyche that he had left behind.

“If you are seeing this, it means I am dead. I am confident that Cloudhawk will uphold his promise and deliver my final words to you.”

Adder’s reflection smiled warmly at Luciasha like he was really there.

“Asha, why are you crying? Don’t fret over my loss. Death comes for us all, and sometimes, it may crush us like a mountain or pass as a light breeze. Now that I have passed, my vain pride comes in using this diseased and disabled body to begin a new chapter in the story of this chaotic world we live in. But, my greatest honor was being your father and in having that opportunity, I die without regret. I hope you remember all that I have told you and remember that while you can leave a life of frailty, you must never be weak!”

Luciasha couldn’t speak. Her words would only come out as sobs.

Adder’s face took on a conflicted expression. “Revenant, are you here? I came back, just as I promised.”

“I’m here. I’m right here.” Revenant’s hard eyes were moist. “Why don’t you look at me? You never could just look at me.”

He turned and somehow, from beyond the grave, honored her request. His dark eyes looked deeply into hers. “I have never done anything contrary to my beliefs. But with you… I’m sorry. I was especially cruel. I’m sorry I forced you to suffer a pain so difficult to bear. Of all people in the world, you were the one who understood me best, and I understood you just the same. There is no way I can repay everything you’ve done for me.”

Thud.

Revenant’s dagger slipped from her grasp and hit the ground.

“I never wanted anything in return!” she answered.

“I understand everything. You only ever wanted an answer to a question you asked many times in many ways. I must beg forgiveness for every time I failed to respond. The road I was fated to walk was a dark one, one without redemption. It wasn’t something I wanted for you. Now, at last, I can answer. These words have been a weight on my heart for many, many years.

Adder’s voice bore a sense of warmth and affection it never had before.

“At last, I can put down my burden and say that I have always loved you just as you have loved me.”

His iron features melted in an expression of unrequited longing.

“I often cursed the fact that you and I were not born as normal folk. I would have chased after you like a madman, and all of my efforts would have been put towards giving you an ordinary but happy life. You are the one person I must apologize to. I deeply hope that you and Luciasha do not let hatred consume you. Remember that this end was precisely the death I was meant for.”

As quickly as that affection had come across his features, it was gone, replaced by the calm expression that was his norm.

“Revenant, promise me you’ll stop. Give it all up. Do not seek vengeance for there is no purpose in it. I need you to take care of Luciasha for me.”

Revenant closed her eyes. Two lonely tears rolled down her cheeks. She said nothing.

“Cloudhawk.” Adder’s voice changed, and he knew that the man who’d killed him was also watching. “I want you to know that our fight was the most enjoyable contest I’ve had in my life. You are a mighty and noble opponent, and I thank you for giving me a worthy end.”

Cloudhawk didn’t know how to respond.

“You still don’t understand? You and I are much the same, actually.” There was no enmity in Adder’s gaze as he looked at his killer, only relief and a note of uncertainty. “I sensed it in the final moments of our battle.”

“I felt a passion for struggle that pumped through your veins! A yearning for conflict in your bones! And the light of heroism in your soul!”

“Your heart, your dreams, your wisdom, your nature – everything that you are is perfectly suited for our times. Cloudhawk, you truly are one-of-a-kind. You’re too young to see it, but I know that, in time, you will understand and join our cause. It is your fate to take the torch and carry our glory farther than any of our predecessors.”

“You and I are both willing to give our lives for what we believe in rather than give it up. You would wade through a sea of fire without hesitation and brave the scalding heat without regret. It is a sign of the sort of person you are and the purpose for which you were born.”

“People like you and I never fade away into old age and obscurity. We could never suffer the humiliation of being trapped, day after day. You and I, we never accept and never yield, for if we did, we would be giving up the essence of who we are! Without all of this, our lives would be like quicksand, our bodies like withered grass; the world would lose all of its colors, and our years would be spent like walking corpses. It is my great hope that you will realize this soon. You can’t remain lost. You must dare to soar!”

“You’re a hawk. You must battle the storm, challenge the thunder, and churn the clouds. Use your wings to carve your mark on heaven and earth. Shatter the darkness. Bring light to a new age. Bring honor to those of us who have spilled blood to blaze a trail!”

Cloudhawk was stunned that Adder held him in such high regard. He watched as the reflection began to grow dim. Time was running out.

Adder offered one last smile, calm and easy. There were no regrets as the final vestiges of Zephyr Cloude vanished from the world. The mirror gem grew dark and cracked into pieces with a sense of finality.

“Here, my life ends without lament. Though my body fails, my light shines on.”

“Farewell.”

Luciasha hardly had the strength to sit up. Revenant stood in silence, her eyes glistening with tears. Gradually, the light came back to her eyes, and she stooped down to help Luciasha to her feet. The two left, never turning back and leaving Cloudhawk to stare at the fragments of crystal littering the ground.


45 / A Distant Figure


Cloudhawk stooped and picked up the dull pieces of crystal from the dirt.

Azura stood by his side with a belly full of questions but did not give voice to any of them.

These people and their relationship were too complicated for her young mind to comprehend. Cloudhawk and Adder obviously respected one another, so why did they have to fight? Cloudhawk obviously cared a lot for Luciasha, so why did they treat each other like strangers?

She’d experienced so much on her journey, so much of which she didn’t understand. So many vivid figures who were strong and brave and persistent and remarkable… but so many of them were a mystery. Azura could only commit them to memory and let the years to come give her the answers.

Her gaze was on Cloudhawk, who she knew was struggling with what happened. Adder’s words had struck something in her teacher as did Asha leaving without saying a thing.

Still, he managed to squeeze out a gentle smile her way. “What are you thinking about, you little punk?”

“How can you still smile?”

“You think I should cry?”

Azura thought for a moment. “I guess smiling is better.”

“All that from Adder was just wishful thinking.” Cloudhawk ruffled the little girl’s dirty hair. “I’m not the sort of person to go too crazy like that. It’s a pity, though. He had the potential to shine much brighter.”

“What are we going to do now?” Azura asked.

Cloudhawk put the ghost mask over his grinning face. When he answered, his voice was coarse and guttural. “Keep up!”

[image: ]


Revenant led Luciasha and the remainder of Adder’s men northward for several days. Strangely, every time they were about to run out of water, they discovered that someone had left canteens full of clean, fresh water by the side of the road.

Whenever they came upon a group of monsters, they would discover them slaughtered before anyone had to draw a weapon. Even a fool could recognize that they were being watched over on their path.

But who? It didn’t take much to guess.

Several times, Revenant wanted to seek him out, but she didn’t have the skills to do so. She also tried quickening their movements to leave him behind but never could manage. Every time she lifted her head, she saw a tiny yellow speck flitting overhead.

After a while, she came to accept it.

What was Cloudhawk doing? Was this his way of trying to ease his guilt? Was he secretly making the way easier for Asha? It didn’t matter. She wasn’t strong enough to face Cloudhawk head-on anyway. After all, Adder had died by his hand.

Let him follow, then. She was curious how long he’d stick around.

Luciasha also knew, for their trek would not have been this easy without the help of someone strong like Cloudhawk. She didn’t know how to process all that had happened.

Did she hate Cloudhawk? She did, and she didn’t. Luciasha didn’t have an answer.

What right did she have to hate him? Cloudhawk had saved her from a brutal death in the wastes. Without him, her body would be rotting in the burned remains of Lighthouse Point with Coppertooth and all the others.

But, it was also true that two of the most important people she knew in life were dead because of Cloudhawk. She remembered Coppertooth hanging from the lighthouse. She didn’t even know where Adder’s body was.

Coppertooth’s death was indirectly caused, though. Perhaps Cloudhawk wasn’t to blame. But Adder? He’d been such a good man with great dreams!

After three years, Luciasha had come to feel deeply for the bar owner, her foster father. He’d treated her like his own daughter. She still couldn’t accept that he was gone forever and that the one who killed him was the man she saw as a brother.

They passed another group of mutant corpses. A dozen or so with one at least ten meters long.

Against monsters like this, they’d have lost a few of their crew even if they fled. Even Cloudhawk likely had to struggle to clear it from their path.

The vast, empty wastelands stretched out around them in all directions. There was nothing, no trace.

Where was he? Was he hiding in some dark corner, watching her now? Was he hurt? Luciasha couldn’t help the tears from gathering at the corner of her eyes. Why was he being so stupid?! How long was he going to keep this up?

Dusk fell.

They came upon an oasis just as the final rays of sunlight were fading on the horizon.

It was no more than a couple hundred meters from one end to the other, and in the center was a crescent-shaped spring. A few fruit trees cropped up sporadically by its banks, and they discovered that someone had already built a roughshod fence around the place. It was small and out of the way, but this small settlement still had all the fixings.

There were a couple hundred people living around the oasis, and although the place was remote, they still had a small inn for the occasional visitor. The shabby lodgings had a brazier in the center next to which sat a lame and tumor-laden proprietor. He heard them approach and lifted his head to greet them with a glint in his eye.

He was pleased to find that the two women were free of tumors or other scars of the wastelands. Their skin was soft and white. Their bodies toned. It was a rare sight indeed!

Revenant scowled. There was a flash of cold light, and a dagger appeared buried an inch into the wood of the counter.

The innkeeper felt a tremble run through his body. He hadn’t realized she was a fighter, so he gave her an apologetic look before shouting angrily over his shoulder, “Shitheel, get your ass out here! We have visitors!”

The one called Shitheel came when summoned. He didn’t look at all like his name implied.

His whole body was covered in dark red tattoos, and his hair was a crop of stiff red spikes. He had a tough face and was blind in one eye, and the second he walked over, his presence filled the place.

However, his temperament was completely incongruent with his appearance.

He was timid, almost cowardly, like a mouse surrounded by hungry cats. He looked around in a perpetual state of fear, and even his knees shook.

Luciasha frowned at Revenant. “Those look like Highwaymen tattoos. Is he one of them?”

Revenant shook her head to reveal she didn’t know.

They were definitely the Highwaymen’s style, but he didn’t have the temperament of a thug. The Highwaymen were Squall’s men-at-arms! It didn’t matter. He was a wretch and beneath Revenant’s notice.

The one-eyed brute fearfully looked at them and stammered, “P-please s-...s-sit.”

They obliged, arranging themselves around a shoddy table. A plate of roasted lizard was provided for them to sup on.

“Wait!” Revenant took up a piece of meat and sniffed at it. Once she was sure it was safe, she nodded to the others. “Tuck in.”

After walking all day, everyone was famished. They immediately began stuffing their mouths.

Luciasha raised her head long enough to realize that the innkeeper had disappeared. The one he called Shitheel was hiding behind a nearby column. He recoiled when she saw him, but his one good eye was wide and pleading. “Leave… go!” he whispered.

Luciasha immediately turned to Revenant. “Something isn’t right.”

The second she said it, it felt like the world started spinning. A second later, she was unconscious.

Revenant’s face darkened to a thunderhead. She’d checked the food. There wasn’t any poison in it. Besides, they were a careful group, and there was always going to be someone who didn't eat right away to make sure everything was fine. But even the ones who hadn’t eaten yet were beginning to slip into unconsciousness.

It wasn’t the food! Then what?

It took her a second before she realized – the brazier!

There were pieces of coal smoldering in the fire. They must have added something, some sort of drug that had no color or smell. By the time they realized something was amiss, it was too late.

All of a sudden, the door burst open, and a dozen burly men entered bearing weapons. Lascivious grins were plastered on their twisted faces. The one-eyed man who’d tried to warn them cowered in a corner, but that didn’t stop several of the men from pelting him with punches and kicks. They cursed at him and spit while doing so.

Eventually, they grew tired of their abuse, and dark eyes turned to the two women. No effort was made to hide the dark promise in their toothy smirks.

Revenant stood up and went to draw her weapon but found that she couldn’t keep her feet under her. She nearly stumbled into one of their attackers, who knocked her to the ground with a vicious backhand.

“I get this one first.”

“Fuck, have you ever seen women like this?”

“Better back the fuck up or I’ll cut that little worm you call a dick right off!”

Darkness came over Revenant, slowly closing in around the edges of her vision. The last thing she felt was someone turn her over and paw at her body like a hungry wolf.

An indeterminate amount of time passed. Revenant awakened to a splitting headache but hurriedly snatched up her dagger which was still lying nearby. Her eyes darted around and discovered that the room was empty. In fact, it was perfectly clean. Her clothes were still on, and no other signs were visible that she’d been violated.

“D-don’t kill m-me! Don’t k-kill m-me!”

Shitheel was still huddled in a corner. She ignored him for the moment and went to check on the rest of her crew. When they were awake, she sent several men outside to get a grip on the situation.

Luciasha shook her head to dispel the effects of the drug. Strange, she remembered Shitheel trying to warn her before she passed out. She walked over him to try and figure out what happened.

“D-dead. All dead! A g-g-ghost k-killed them a-a-all!”

Shitheel’s words were practically incoherent between his sobs and stutters. His face was a frozen mask of fear, and his crotch was wet.

“Don’t be afraid!” Luciasha knelt down and tried to calm him. “Hey, what’s your name?”

“S-s-..S-Shit-h-heel.”

“No, you aren’t. What’s your real name?”

“S-shitheel. I’m a u-useless sh-sh-shitheel!”

“You must have a name. Think. Can you tell me?”

Shitheel‘s face went blank as he thought for a long time. He struggled, his face twisting and wincing until he managed to squeeze out a word. “S-sprout.”

The other members of their small crew returned and made their reports. Every man in the settlement was dead. Their corpses had been flung outside the makeshift fencing like garbage. All that remained was a handful of women and children who had been captured by this band of brigands.

Before whatever tragedy befell them, this place was home to a small band of thugs. It was a cunning group, and even the likes of Revenant nearly succumbed to their tricks.

She went out to check herself and discovered that they were now safe. Since there appeared to be no further threat in their vicinity, she decided they would remain here for a time.

Luciasha decided that she would take responsibility for the inn now that it was in need of a proprietor. She took to calling their settlement “Crescent Moon,” named for the small body of water at its heart.

The young children came under her care. Finally, she had come to possess the life of her dreams, protecting those in need. It was the best she could hope for. Luciasha also knew it only happened with Cloudhawk’s help. Without him, she would have died any number of times.

On this particular day, she sat outside, watching the rays of the morning sun dapple the peaks and valleys. She was struck by a powerful intuition that told her that Cloudhawk was nearby. All she had to do was call, and he would be at her side. Maybe they could mend their relationship and have things be like it was before. But… but maybe it was like trying to mend a broken mirror.

She didn’t call to him. Instead, she held the memories close to her heart and let time encase them like amber to be held inside for all eternity. They belonged to different worlds. All she could do was forever treasure those memories in the depths of her heart.

As day broke and she looked out over the expanse, she saw a faint silhouette moving towards the horizon. The familiar, thin frame looked so lonely, caught on that thin line between heaven and earth.

Luciasha knew it was the last time she would ever see him. Cloudhawk would never return to Crescent Moon. Their shared story had come to an end. In a way, it was plain, their relationship simple. It was a story that didn’t finish neatly on a complete sentence. All that was taken was not necessarily kept, and that which was discarded was not wholly forgotten.

In the years to come, these feelings would fade. It would become difficult to determine what was true and what was not. Theirs was a tale of two in a sea of millions. Small threads in a vast, complicated tapestry that were wound together for a while and then separated again, stretching off into the distant reaches of time.


46 / A Clean Break


Cloudhawk trekked the broken streets back towards Sandbar Station.

He hadn’t won Woodland Vale to their side, but in killing Adder, he at least prevented the Conclave from winning a powerful ally. He considered it a reasonable success. His success would be rewarded, and his reputation in the expeditionary force and Skycloud would grow as a whole. Titles were good – he didn’t have to like it, but he had to respect what they brought. They were useful for when you needed to get things done. Maybe if he earned enough prestige in Skycloud, he could use his influence to protect the parts of the wasteland worth protecting.

As he walked across the broken landscape, he thought back on the little sister he’d just lost. The memories slipped by without a sense of loss or regret. He could understand. They were people from two different worlds. Their separation wasn’t a bad thing.

It was good that she’d found a nice place like her little oasis. He was happy for her, truly. His only hope was that she could stay happy and safe far into old age. In helping her along that final journey, Cloudhawk had done everything he could, and now, there was nothing left for him to do. He had no worries, no remorse, a clear conscience, and a clear mind.

Azura admired her teacher for his carefree and direct attitude. A person like him had a particular aura that followed him around.

Something caught Cloudhawk’s attention, and he came to a stop. Eyes narrowed, he looked around in all directions.

“Hey, come out. No point in hiding.”

Oh no! An ambush! Azura could feel the hairs rise on the back of her neck.

A young man with his left arm wrapped in bandages came into view. His gaze was cold and strict, his face indifferent, his presence solemn. Something about him made people shift uncomfortably. Cloudhawk was once again struck by how different this man was from the carefree youth he’d met years ago.

Squall was wrapped in tattered armor. Streaks of blood covered his face and hair. An unsettling sense of carnage hung over him like he’d just stumbled out of a killing field. His black eyes didn’t have the same shine that they used to. They were dark now like pools of shadow. No more warmth lived in his hard face. His youthful elegance and charm had vanished with the march of time, giving way to a sharper and more angular cut.

The wastes were silent but for a gentle breeze kicking up dust and blurring their vision. Both men stood facing one another without saying a word. Strange, it felt to both of them like they had somehow traded places.

A constant smoldering rage burned inside Squall, down into his bones like he was some kind of wild animal. How was that any different from Cloudhawk during those hard months when he was fighting his way towards Skycloud?

As for Cloudhawk, it was impossible to see his face beneath the mask, but he stood casually with his arms crossed. He was at ease, his muscles relaxed. He had begun to learn to face things calmly and not rely on hysterical anger to solve his problems. He’d found that same carefree quality Squall had lost along the way.

But, Cloudhawk wasn’t Squall, and his easy bearing wasn’t naivete. He’d lived the bitter, harsh, painful reality of the world they walked and learned to face it with tranquility. It was a sign of maturity.

Nor was Squall the Cloudhawk of old. Even when he was drinking animal blood and hunting for grubs, Cloudhawk was a child of darkness yearning for light. He never let that darkness in. But Squall… he’d accepted it, let it become part of him until it devoured his soul. What lay beneath that increasingly powerful shell was a man wrapped in hatred, who wanted the world to know his vengeance. Pure loathing and burning rage were what fueled him.

Cloudhawk’s voice was as calm as the breeze. “What are you doing here?”

Squall looked back at him, face dark. His left hand was curled into a fist, and a tic caused his cheek to jerk. Veins in his neck pulsed like he was just barely containing his anger. “Why did you kill Adder? Why would you do that to Asha? If you don’t want to help the wastelands in this war, that’s fine, but why throw your lot in with the Elysians?”

“This war is meaningless. The Conclave of Judgment will be destroyed eventually, and the whole wastelands will suffer because of their idiotic alliance. If I become important enough to the Elysians, then when it comes time to clean up, I can protect those who deserve it. That’s how I aim to stop a whole lot of people from dying.”

It was a reason, but to Squall, his logic was absurd. His already swollen left arm bulged further. Tendrils of black smoke seeped from between the bandages, and a grim aura hung over the area. It was unclear whether that sensation came from the power of his arm or the depths of this man’s blighted spirit.

“I don’t know whether or not the Wastelands Alliance will succeed, but it’s no question you’ve just become another mongrel for those self-righteous killers.” Squall’s eyes darkened further as the black mists spread. He was like a demon of rage wrapped in living shadow. “So, it has come time to cut you down!”

Images from Oddball’s point of view flashed through Cloudhawk’s mind. Figures were closing in from all sides: Ravenous Tiger, Blackfiend, Three-Eyed Spider, Raven, and others.

They’d been waiting here for him. This attempt on his life was premeditated.

Cloudhawk knew that this confrontation would happen eventually, but he hadn’t thought it would come so soon. He looked around. “Kill me? You didn’t bring enough men to get the job done.”

If he couldn’t fight them all, that didn’t mean he couldn’t run. There weren’t many in the wastelands or Skycloud who were a real danger to him anymore.

Three-Eyed Spider hobbled forward with a malicious grin. His third eye was open, and its bloodshot orb was fixed on Cloudhawk. “Don’t be so self-confident. Your teleportation abilities are difficult to manage but limited. You’re also carrying a burden. Hundreds of kilometers of wastelands stretch in all directions. I wonder how long before you run out of energy?”

The former lead scientist of the Dark Atom relied on technology for most of his abilities. Cloudhawk was unfamiliar with those old secrets, and who knew what tricks the old codger had hidden up his sleeves? His invisibility cloak had been damaged in the Vale, so if they gave chase, it would be difficult for him to give them the slip even with his phase stone.

Cloudhawk looked back at them with an expression of pity. “Squall, you’ve spent too much in pursuit of power and violence. Here I am, a friend, and you’re ready to kill without question. You’re letting the darkness eat at your humanity, and if you let it, it’ll drive you insane.”

“I went insane a long time ago! The moment they killed Old Thistle, from the moment I knew.” Squall’s handsome face was twisted into a hellish expression of hatred. “Who forced this on me? Who made me live this mad, cruel existence?!”

Mist poured from Blackfiend’s onyx body and seeped into Squall’s left arm. The bandages keeping it contained started to rip apart. The bloodlust in the air was unmistakable. Conflict was certain.

Words were never Cloudhawk’s strong suit. Nothing he could say would turn Squall away from the dark path he’d chosen. An exorcist staff slipped into his grip, and right away, the power flooding through it caused its head to spin.

All at once, Squall was on the move. He darted towards Cloudhawk faster than an arrow. In his right hand was an exorcist staff of his own spinning furiously. His left arm pulsed with deadly black energy.

It was the same energy he’d used to defeat Augustus Cloude. As time passed, his control over this power, and its limits, had grown by leaps and bounds.

Cloudhawk immediately teleported himself and Azura thirty meters away. Squall smashed into the ground where they’d been causing the earth to visibly ripple like a lake surface. His attack was so violent that the entire area looked as though it’d been instantly terraformed. Squall was hunched in the center of a crater after his shocking display.

Before Squall recovered from his opening attack, a stiff breeze caught him. He looked, with pupils constricting, just in time to watch an exorcist rod catch him.

Crack!

He’d managed to bring his arm up in time. The two rods crackled for a moment before Squall was thrown a dozen meters across the field.

Ravenous Tiger’s hands were wrapped around his axe as he watched their exchange. With every passing second, his scowl deepened. Squall’s progress was incredible, almost frightening. His control over that power had also improved. Ravenous Tiger wasn’t sure he would be able to take the young man on in a straight fight. It was a grim fact, for it meant his standing and influence in the Highwaymen would always be overshadowed.

But, it was Cloudhawk who really caught Ravenous Tiger by surprise.

He remembered their first exchange. The guy had some ability then but was passable at best. Somehow, in the time that had passed, he’d become an entirely different person. When he’d heard that it was Cloudhawk who killed Adder he didn’t believe it, but he could now see that it was true.

The gulf between them was too great.

Were it not for Squall’s unique implanted relic enhancing his abilities, he wouldn’t have survived a single blow from Cloudhawk. Even with the Hellion Arm, he was only just managing to fight back and was clearly at a disadvantage.

Cloudhawk pressed the attack. One, two, three blows from the exorcist rod in quick succession. Each one forced Squall back.

Cloudhawk continued to try and talk him down, even while they fought. “Why do you have to be a fucking idiot and follow Adder’s footsteps?! You think I won’t kill you?”

Squall deflected the onslaught with his left arm. It drank up the energy from Cloudhawk’s relic like rain on a parched landscape. With a bestial roar, he released all the energy contained within it, a punch that birthed a thunderous gale. It shattered Cloudhawk’s exorcist rod like it was a rotten tree branch.

A flash of silver slithered from Cloudhawk’s sleeves as his twin swords emerged. Eight streaks of cold light followed almost right on top of one another as he counterattacked.

Squall protected himself with the Hellion Arm and fought back with his exorcist rod, but he was outmatched. Even a master of close-combat like Eckard wouldn’t have been able to deflect Cloudhawk’s tireless assault. One caught him, digging into his body and cutting an angry red swath.

“Raven, deal with him!” Three-Eyed Spider shouted the order.

Like a robot, Raven responded to the command. His wrist folded back to reveal the barrel of a machine gun, and an instant later, the battlefield was churning from a storm of lead.

He was outnumbered. Cloudhawk wasn’t an idiot. There was no point in fighting this uphill battle. His mind was churning out a plan of escape for Azura and himself when suddenly, there was a streak of light from overhead. Raven’s mechanical hand was cut clean off.

Another one came, this one forcing Ravenous Tiger to leap back or suffer the same fate. Cloudhawk caught a glimpse of a figure in pure white descending from the sky.

Selene? What was she doing here? Everyone was familiar with the strength of Baldur’s daughter. She was deadly a fighter as Adder had been, and with her father’s relics, she was even more terrifying.

Faced with this new, formidable enemy Squall was forced to retreat. He wasn’t willing to sacrifice half of his people just to deal with Cloudhawk.

Faced once again with a show of Selene’s force, Cloudhawk couldn’t help the faint trepidation that filled him. After all, it wasn’t long ago that he killed her cousin. But, it didn’t seem like the former Bloodsoaked Queen blamed him. Beneath that mask of cool indifference, what emerged was a look of genuine concern and relief.


47 / Fireside Chat


The night was clear, cloudless. Stars speckled the velvet black sky. Cloudhawk had just finished lighting a fire nestled in a pile of ruins.

Azura was exhausted. She nibbled through half a loaf of bread before curling up against Cloudhawk’s side and falling asleep. The poor girl had learned a lot of bitter lessons about the world from this journey, and there had to be at least twenty scrapes and bruises all over her. But, in a display of her tenacity, she never once complained.

Cloudhawk flung a few pieces of scrap wood into the fire. It crackled at him appreciatively.

Selene sat across from him, half-wrapped in shadow. Her eyes glimmered as they caught the light of the fire like twinkling stars. They never moved from Cloudhawk’s face. That cold, aloof air she typically shielded herself with had thawed somewhat.

“I know I’m more handsome than I used to be, but has no one ever taught you to only sneak brief peeks? Stop staring at me like that. You’re creeping me out.”

His flirtatious banter was especially amusing, knowing that Selene would have cut anyone other than him in half for trying it. She wasn’t offended, though. She just kept staring at him.

“I was just thinking about how much time has passed. The obstinate scavenger I met all those years ago has matured.”

“Is that supposed to be an insult or a compliment? Same could be said for you, right? You were gone for a long time. Then, you turn up and join the Temple. Why?” He paused for a second with a lopsided smile. “I don’t get it. It has to be offensive to Governor Arcturus since by working with the High Priest, you weaken his influence.”

It was a long story, and Selene wasn’t sure where to start. She thought for a few seconds before answering, “Do you know why Sterling killed my father?”

Cloudhawk wasn’t prepared for her to bring the topic up. After so long, her anger around the issue hadn’t seemed to ease at all. She didn’t wait for him to answer. It was a rhetorical question anyway.

“He was following orders. Arcturus’s orders.”

His hand twitched as he threw another stick onto the fire. He had already suspected something like that, but hearing it out loud still shook him. Skycloud’s governor truly was a fierce and ruthless man.

“So, you’re not just after Sterling. You’re after Arcturus as well.”

“The Crimson One was part of the plot against my father. However much he might regret it, the deed is done. I will never forgive him. As for Arcturus, it is clear he was the mastermind, and for better or worse, there is no better schemer in all of Skycloud. I can guarantee it wasn’t his first black act, and I’m sure it won’t be his last. A person like him can’t be allowed to lead our realm.”

Selene had never spoken about this with anyone before. She knew that an accusation like this would cause a sensation. But, she didn’t keep her guard up around Cloudhawk, so it was natural – almost subconscious – when she shared her thoughts with him.

“Gods aren’t the perfect mysterious beings humans think they are, but they did create a fertile place where hundreds of thousands of people could live in peace. No one can refute that. I joined the Temple for no other reason than to work against the Crimson One and Arcturus. It is the only organization with the power to help me do it.”

The more she spoke, the more relief she felt. It’d been a long time since she let it all out. From her words, one could determine that there was a conflict between Arcturus and High Priest Ramiel. Ramiel wooing Selene to his side was, of course, an effort to aid him towards his own ends. Selene knew she was being used, but she was willing. She had goals of her own.

Cloudhawk looked back at her. The two just stared at each other for a second as the shadows of the firelight danced across their faces.

Selene felt her heartbeat quicken as she stared into those dark eyes. A strange feeling tickled at the back of her mind as if trying to put up any sort of defense was pointless. Cloudhawk’s gaze seemed capable of peering right into her.

“Do you think you could give it up?”

“Why should I?”

“Hate is a nasty thing. I don’t want to lose another friend.”

His words filled her with a sense of warmth, and a smile teased at the corner of her lips. “You’re afraid I’ll end up like Squall. Don’t worry. You aren’t the only person who’s grown over the last four years. I’m not the same foolish girl with a head full of vengeance. What I do now is not as simple as settling a debt.”

“There’s a lot in this world we’ll never be able to change. Part of life is learning to accept one’s fate, isn’t it? I’m not going to spend all my days trying to put the universe in order. Once this war is done, how about we find a quiet place and let the days pass in tranquility?”

“You’re shameless.” Selene’s cheeks were red as she chastised him. “Have you looked in a mirror lately? Who’d want to spend the rest of her life with you?”

Cloudhawk had never seen her so flustered. It was infinitely amusing that this steadfast, powerful woman would act like a jittery little girl. It was so unexpected that, for a moment, he just gaped at her, but then, he recognized how she might have misunderstood.

“That’s not what I meant.”

“Never mind, I’m going to bed.”

Selene didn’t give him a chance to explain. She turned her back and laid down facing away from the fire.

A woman’s heart is inscrutable, he thought. Especially a woman like her.

Several minutes passed in silence. Cloudhawk thought she’d gone to sleep, but then, her voice entered his ears, as faint as the crackling embers.

“I’ll think about it.”

“Yeah?”

“Only after everything’s finished.”

Cloudhawk understood. He settled down as the fire started to wane. Though the two of them lay back to back across the fire pit, there was a heart-to-heart understanding.

Selene Cloude was an imposing, ice-clad mountain, one designed to intimidate people not to draw near. Cloudhawk was the only one who could find a spot of warmth within that mountain. After all they’d been through, all their shared experiences, and even the years they spent apart… it all worked to erode Selene’s mighty protections.

“By the way, you and Adder… Zephyr. What happened?”

Selene had never spoken to him about Zephyr except to impart warnings. However, Cloudhawk wasn’t going to pretend as though he hadn’t killed his friend’s cousin, so he had to ask.

For a long time, silence was his answer. Eventually, her sad voice replied, “We used to be what I imagine you and Luciasha once were. Like brother and sister.”

Cloudhawk figured she hated Adder, and that’s why she said nothing after he was dead. In fact, it was quite the opposite, and Cloudhawk was surprised by just how close she claimed they’d been.

It was hard to imagine. If someone – especially a friend – killed the person he considered to be his sister, how could he react? How would that feel? He definitely wouldn’t be as reserved as she was, no matter the reason.

The gentle sounds of the dying fire took over once again. Cloudhawk didn’t know what else to say.

“The moment he decided to become Adder was the moment he left everything that was Zephyr behind. You killed Adder, not my cousin. I’m not upset. Zephyr has been gone for a long time.”

He mulled over her words. What she said made sense. When a person changed like that, it was difficult, maybe impossible for them to go back to the way they were. It was just like what happened between him and Squall. After their last confrontation, any relationship they once had was gone – a full break. The next time they met, it would have to be a fight to the death. And who could blame them?

No one spoke further.

Cloudhawk stared off into the darkness, thinking. If he helped Selene deal with Arcturus, and her mission was done, would she do what she said? Would the two of them find some place nice and quiet and let the world forget them?

He was suddenly filled with determination. Why not? It seemed like a good idea! But then, on second thought, it was a really tall order.

After all, how strong was Master Demon Hunter Arcturus Cloude? He was the most feared person in all of Skycloud and was universally accepted as the greatest demon hunter alive, the greatest in a hundred years, in fact. He was comparable to the legendary demon hunters who fought during the Great War.

He was the sort of person who could easily defeat a War Saint in his prime as well as an entire company of Templars.

But, he wasn’t just an incredible warrior like General Skye. He was also methodical, brilliant, and capable as he showed in how he governed Skycloud. “Great is the man whose vision extends far” was a fair way to describe the Governor.

Arcturus was a man who played things close to the vest, stayed low-key, and preferred not to make waves. But, his presence was constant like the water behind a dam, always rising until the moment it burst through the barrier.

Cloudhawk wrestled with these thoughts for a time before sleep eventually took him.

As dawn broke, he was awakened from his light rest. Selene was already on her feet. She leaped up onto the top of an eight-meter-tall stack of ruins.

What’s going on? Cloudhawk scrambled up the ruins to join her. Both sets of eyes were cast far towards the horizon, to where lights could be seen flashing among the clouds. The boom of something like distant thunder reached their ears. The light was moving towards them like an enormous firefly.

Cloudhawk stared in wonderment. “What is that?”

“The Skycloud armada. From the looks of it, it numbers several hundred ships.” Selene’s expression was grave. “The expeditionary force is on the move.”

“So, the war’s finally begun.”

“With this sort of formation, that’s surely the case.” A fiery light shone in her gaze. “Once both sides’ main forces are engaged, that will be the best time to kill the Crimson One.”

Selene wouldn’t suffer a wasted moment. She decided it was time to depart.

They traveled together until they met with the edge of the expeditionary force. Selene bade him farewell and then disappeared into the distance. Cloudhawk knew she was off to hunt down the Crimson One. She just hadn’t said anything so as not to put him in any danger or cause him to worry.

After reconnecting with the army, Cloudhawk learned of the situation. Apparently, Skye Polaris failed to wipe out the Conclave’s forces in Woodland Vale.

Just as their General was preparing to strike down Wyrmsole, the Crimson One himself appeared. Skye Polaris and Sterling Cloude had fought a war out in the wastelands. Wounded as he was, the Crimson One was no match for Skye, but the mighty soldier was too quick in leaving the Vale. He didn’t have enough men. Vastly outnumbered, he was forced to abandon his hunt.

Nonetheless, the Crimson One and Skye Polaris still exchanged blows. The Crimson One in his weakened state was forced to retreat back to the Northern Barrens while Skye Polaris returned to his fleet.

Upon returning, he called upon the full might of their armada. Now was the opportunity, and it was a chance he seized upon. War had come, and with luck, they could wipe out the Crimson One and his followers in one fell swoop.

Not all of the Elysian combat and supply ships were prepared, but an old veteran like General Skye knew not to pass up a chance to end a war before it started.

It seemed Cloudhawk’s actions in Woodland Vale had kicked off a conflict the likes of which the world hadn’t seen for hundreds of years.


48 / The No-Good, Foul, Unreasonable Polaris Ploy


Cloudhawk had become a near-legendary figure. The notoriety wasn’t because of his strength, not entirely. Even before his exploits with the expeditionary force, he was a familiar name in Skycloud.

Of course, it wasn’t necessarily a respected name.

Cloudhawk was scorned by the whole city as the culprit behind one of the worst tragedies in the realm’s history. Thousands of people died as a result. Passions ran high in the aftermath, and the crowds bayed for blood. Cloudhawk was condemned to be burned at the stake – until Adder destroyed Skycloud’s border wall. As the world they knew changed and calamity piled upon calamity, the climate changed. In a strange way, Adder’s timing had saved Cloudhawk’s life.

Today, even small children knew to curse the name of this maligned demon hunter, for not only had he killed so many good and innocent people, but he’d also gotten away with it! He’d been given a high position among the armed forces. However, nowadays, the name Cloudhawk was mired in even more controversy. It was spoken with a mix of praise and revulsion.

Cloudhawk walked into the General’s war room. In the center sat Skye Polaris, flanked by two high-level military officers. The room was crowded with ten others, a combination of officers and demon hunters, all men of rank and title.

Several were familiar faces. Dawn greeted him with a furtive wink as he entered, and Roc offered a genial smile while cradling his severed wrist. Also in attendance was the powerful and mysterious Mr. Ink.

The group they’d seen out in the wastes was just the army’s vanguard. General Sky was discussing dispatching the second wing of the army when he arrived.

As such, Cloudhawk’s arrival was well-timed. When General Skye saw him waltz through the door, his gruff face broke into a grin of pride. He’d supported this kid when no one else would because he knew Cloudhawk was destined for great things. But, no one expected this.

Before the General could open his mouth, Dawn swept in front of the Warden with a telltale sour expression. She shouted at him accusingly, “The nerve of you just walking in here! Do you have a reason for not returning the moment your mission was completed? Instead, you go traipsing through the wastelands for days without coming in for a debrief. Is this the level of respect you have for the expeditionary force? Do you have so little regard for me and the General? What’s your excuse?!”

Before the eyes of a dozen officers, Dawn planted herself between him and the General, one hand on her waist and the other poking him ruthlessly in the forehead. She was yelling so wildly that spittle was splashing on his face. This wasn’t a superior chastising a subordinate. This was a jealous girlfriend laying into her unwitting partner.

“That’s not fair. Of course I respect you.” Cloudhawk sheepishly wiped the spit from the side of his nose. “I was badly wounded in the fight with Adder, so I hid someplace for a while to recover. I’ve only just gotten well enough to come back, so I returned as soon as I could.”

Dawn’s face changed from angry to concerned in a split second. “What? Injured? Where? Is it serious? Let me see!”

Cough-cough! Skye interrupted her deluge of inappropriate questions by clearing his throat. Once he had her attention, he fixed his granddaughter with a warning stare. “Cloudhawk did well, a great victory for Skycloud’s army. I will make sure he is fairly rewarded for his efforts. However, you were only recently elevated to the rank of Warden, so any further promotion is impossible. So, name your heart’s desire and this old veteran will do whatever is in his power to see it happen!”

The promises of the army’s commander-in-chief carried tremendous weight.

However, Cloudhawk didn’t have anything he wanted. In fact, he could only think of one thing. “My relic was broken in the fight with Adder. I was hoping I might find someone to fix it.”

He’d had his invisibility cloak for four years. It was like an old friend. A strange set of circumstances had him absorb the powers of Quiet Carnage but sadly, not the cloak. Until he found another way to take in a relic’s powers, he had to rely on the tools themselves.

Skye stared at him. “That’s it?”

Cloudhawk smirked. “I deeply appreciate the General’s generosity, but I’m a simple man and I have everything I need. I can’t think of anything to ask. Maybe I could save the offer for later when I might need it?”

“Cultivating favors then, is that it? We’ll do this then!” Skye leaned towards Roc and shared a few quiet words with him. Then, he turned his attention back to Cloudhawk. “Since you’re a demon hunter, I can offer you a relic.”

Roc disappeared from the room and returned a few minutes later.

He stepped back into the room with a grave expression, cradling in his arms a broken sword. The blade was thick and solid, about the width of a palm, but it extended barely half a meter.

“This blade is called Ardent Wrath. It is a relic that has been used by the greatest warriors of the Polaris family.” Skye’s face almost seemed to twitch when he looked upon it. “Now, I give it to you. Give it a try.”

Cloudhawk took it from Roc with no show of awe or regard. He reached out with his will, resonating with the blade, and brought it to life. The broken weapon was immediately wrapped in blazing fire from end to end. Like molten rock, the fires coalesced around where the blade had been broken to once more make it complete.

The leaping fires turned it into a great sword that was easily the height of a man.

He could feel the energy seeping off of it, so vigorous that Cloudhawk knew he could carve through iron with little effort. It was so hot that steel would melt, maybe even evaporate.

It was the kind of weapon made for furiously hacking down one’s enemies in direct combat.

Dawn’s eyes went wide. She didn’t understand. Why would her grandfather give Cloudhawk this relic? Outsiders didn’t know the significance, but Dawn knew better than anyone.

The last person to use Ardent Wrath was her father.

He’d been dead for more than ten years…

Skye Polaris carried this weapon with him for years everywhere he went. He couldn’t use relics himself, but he kept it like a treasured heirloom, a memento. After all, it once belonged to his only son.

Cloudhawk was well-pleased with the gift.

Roc’s Silver Serpents were fine relics but were used differently. They were more for nimble, dexterous strikes and weren’t suitable against well-guarded enemies. What Cloudhawk lacked was a weapon to serve him when all other trickery failed. With Ardent Wrath, that deficiency was corrected, and it made him far more dangerous.

He offered a heartfelt thanks and sheathed the blade before asking his next question, “I’d like to know what happened to Drake and his command? Why haven’t they returned?”

“They left to pursue the rebel warships. At present, they are deep in the Northern Barrens and, at last report, had encountered some sort of trouble. I’ve already ordered Colonel Clifton and the Talons to give them support. Don’t trouble yourself over it.” Something occurred to the old man then. “I don’t want you running about for the time being. You’re undoubtedly a high-value target. That’s to be expected after killing Adder. To many in the wastelands, he was a hero, so that makes you a villain.”

Cloudhawk scowled. He had to agree.

After delivering his orders, General Skye dismissed the war court. He was preparing his next move, but before leaving, he bade Dawn remain behind for a moment so they could speak. “Do you know why I gave him Ardent Wrath?”

“You’re thinking of making him your successor aren’t you, you rotten old coot?”

“A broken clock is right twice a day,” he muttered. He made no secret of his intentions. “You know there aren’t many in our family who bring us prestige, not anymore. There’s great potential in that boy, and with the right grooming, maybe one day, he can sit where I’m sitting.”

Dawn was stunned. The old fart has actually admitted it!

Her surprise was clear on her face. “But, he’s an outsider and was born to a low caste. Our family is a thousand years old. Giving our family’s future to an outsider – a wastelander – aren’t you afraid the other elders will refuse him? And if they aren’t willing to accept him, then you can be sure Skycloud won’t!”

“Do you think there’s anyone who would deny me when I want something? Anyway, an outsider can easily become a member of the family!” Skye shouted over her, running his fingers through his long white beard. “Do you think being my granddaughter’s husband is enough to keep everyone’s mouth shut?”

“FUCK THAT!” Dawn’s eyes were so wide that they threatened to roll right out of her head. She stomped forward like she wanted to rip her grandfather’s beard out by the fistful. “If you can’t keep this nonsense out of your hairy mouth, then don’t blame me if I forget respect for my elders! You think this is something you can just play with?”

“Who says I’m playing?” Skye Polaris looked at his cherished granddaughter. The War God’s eyes were full of caring and kindness. No one understood the girl better than he did, and that included what she held in her heart. “Stop your bullshit and tell the truth. Do you like him, or don’t you?”

If looks could kill, Dawn would have succeeded where Autumn had failed. After a second, however, she dropped her head and muttered something unintelligible. The truth of how she felt was too difficult for her to say.

Ever since she was small, Dawn was a hell child. People fled from her in the street. Even the people who followed her around feared her, so she’d never had any real friends. Cloudhawk was about the only person she’d been able to tolerate. In all her years, Dawn was always different and prided herself in bucking traditional norms. She’d never really given serious thought to relationships.

But she did know, back in the Temple when they sentenced him to death…

Dawn had felt like the words gnawed a hole in her heart. The girl who feared nothing in all of heaven and earth felt a terrible dread when they passed down that sentence that still shook her to the bone.

“Ach, forget it. This sort of thing you can’t force anyway.” Skye was no fool. He knew what his daughter was thinking. But, he made a show of it, sighing heavily and shaking his head. “I’ll call Roc and have him take the sword back. We’ll pretend like none of this ever happened.”

Dawn was no ordinary girl, and her grandfather knew just what to say to strike a chord. Her head shot up, her eyes shining, and in a loud voice, she declared, “I like him!”

Skye leaned back, brows raised. “Is that a problem?”

“But, that doesn’t mean he likes me!” Dawn hung her head and shrunk into her shoulders like all the confidence had drained out of her. Women were sensitive when it came to these sorts of things, and Dawn felt that Cloudhawk treated her more like a sister. Their relationship lacked that special spark.

Skye looked down at her down his nose with all the authority and majesty of an alpha lion. His anger swelled, seethed, and boiled over as he slammed a fist onto the table before them. “Is my excellent granddaughter not good enough for that scoundrel?! If he dares turn his nose up at you, I’ll rip off his testicles with my own hands! He’d have no use for them anyway! Who the hell is better than my granddaughter?!”

A deep blush painted Dawn’s cheeks, making her look like a small, embarrassed child. Her voice was timid, unsure. “Hmph. Other women can’t even hold a candle. Except… well, Selene Cloude has grown rather close to him. I...”

A loud snort and a dismissive wave of Skye’s hand cut her off. “Don’t you worry, it isn’t worth discussing further. Feelings change, grow. Besides, he doesn’t hate you, right? It will all be taken care of. Your grandfather’s lived eighty years and weathered all sorts of storms. There’s never been a difficult character I haven’t bent to my will. It’s nonsense to think this will be the first problem I can’t solve!”

“You really think it isn’t a problem?” Dawn was thrown off balance by the rapid shifts in emotions. “You know how stubborn that asshole is. I’m afraid-”

“Enough. When this war is over and those despicable rats have been eliminated, I’ll make sure that boy isn’t going anywhere. I’ll see the two of you married even if I have to tie him up and break his limbs myself!”

The old man’s brutal methods would have been unpalatable to normal folk. Dawn, however, was grinning like an idiot. She was practically giddy when she replied, “Alright, thanks, grandpa!”

“Oh, so I’m grandpa now? All day, I’ve been ‘old fart’ this and ‘has been’ that. If I didn’t know any better, I’d say you were just waiting for me to die!” Skye grumbled and rolled his eyes. “If I live to see you marry someone you like, then I can die happy.”

“Rubbish. You’re old but strong. You’ll at least live to see a hundred!”

Dawn’s attitude towards her grandpa had made such a quick one-eighty that it was a wonder it didn’t give her whiplash. All of a sudden, she was sickeningly sweet, so much so that Skye could only shake his head. Incredible the sorts of things love could do this crazy child.

In reality, however, Dawn was still wracked with worry. The word “wife” was never one she thought would apply to her.

But, she knew it was the only way to make sure Cloudhawk would be with her forever. He was definitely going to be stronger than her one day, and if he became part of the family, it would solve the problem of Skye having no successor. Dawn would also be happy. So, that was it – it was settled.

What Cloudhawk thought didn’t matter.

Grandfather and granddaughter would persist to unreasonable lengths. Like weasels, once they had their jaws clamped around something, they weren’t letting go. Just let that blockhead try and resist!


49 / Martyr's Twilight


General Skye impressed upon Dawn the need for her to remain and keep an eye on Cloudhawk several times before he left. He told her to stop him from running off again like an ordinary soldier. The armies weren’t in open conflict for the moment, so there was no need for him to take the field.

Cloudhawk was essentially a hate magnet. Far too many people were far too eager to make him pay for his actions.

“All companies are gathered and equipped, sir.” The expeditionary force’s special envoy, Roc, delivered the report to General Skye. “Governor Arcturus and the High Priest have also sent reinforcements. Frost de Winter will join us with ten of the Cloude family’s best soldiers and three thousand Knights of Splendor. Apostle Selene Cloude and Grand Prior Phain Mist have also come with a contingent of Templars. What are your orders?”

It was a considerable show of force. Obviously, Skycloud didn’t have the stomach for a drawn-out war with the wastelands. With an array like this, the intent was clearly to smash the opposition to pieces as quickly and as decisively as possible.

“Pointless peacockery! My expeditionary force is more than sufficient to deal with this rabble!” Skye was clearly displeased with this infringement on his authority. Though displeased, he gave Roc the orders he sought. “If they want to get in on the scrap, then let them come along so long as they don’t interfere with our fight. If they get in my way, then neither the High Priest nor the Governor can blame me for smacking their representatives around a little!”

Roc respectfully bowed his head and left.

The armada was on the move.

Skye stood at the bow of their flagship, his burly form as solid as a mountain. Even a massive galleon with ten energy towers would shudder beneath the oppressive air only a War God could produce.

The barren yellow landscape stretched out to the horizon. Scores of ships lifted into the sky and rode the wind towards a distant enemy. Where they passed, the sky was filled with divine light and pious chanting.

Skye quietly took it all in from the fore of his ship. Then, unexpectedly, his face stiffened. A tearing pain wracked his chest, and from the corner of his mouth, a small line of blood trickled. It glimmered with an unnatural metallic hue as though it were filled with some inexplicable power.

He really had become more than human.

Skye wiped his mouth and looked down at the bloodstain on his hand. His thick, white eyebrows slowly knitted together.

“General.” Skye was always followed by a masked man who was always low-key but always vigilant. After twenty years, Mr. Ink was like his shadow and had seen everything. “Your body can’t keep this up.”

Skye knew what sort of condition his body was in, of course. Birth, old age, sickness, and death – there was no escaping it. Not even him. After all, he was eighty years old! It didn’t matter how powerful one was as a youth, old age robbed everyone of their strength and vitality.

Through tempering his body, the General had managed to slow the effects of aging on a cellular level. It allowed him to retain a powerful physique even so late in life. However, it came at a price. The cost of keeping himself at peak condition was a shortened lifespan.

Skye Polaris was a living legend. He’d started participating in fights at sixteen years old. The first time he’d fought a demon, he was around thirty.

A lifetime of battle inevitably left a veteran with wounds that wouldn’t heal. For someone like him, these chronic issues alone were nothing to fret over. However, they did add to the burden of keeping himself hale and vital.

“It’s fine. I know. There’s easily another decade left in me.” Skye watched the clouds drift past, all painted red by the harsh sunlight. “Ten years is enough.”

Ten years… that would put him at ninety.

For a normal man to live so long and retain the physical features of his prime was wishful thinking. Staying so strong so late in life was nothing short of a miracle, but nothing came free.

There was no other choice! He had to. There was only so much time and too much still to do.

A decade was more than enough time to deal with one turncoat. To find someone to continue things when he was gone, however, Skye would pay twice the price he’d already spent. Once he had that matter settled, he could pass into frail old age in contentment.

Mr. Ink asked, “Do you really look so highly on Cloudhawk, General?”

“That boy is a prodigy,” he replied. “I was convinced once word got out that he’d killed Adder. Other than him, who else is there?”

“I beg forgiveness for the unpleasant remark I must make, but… creation and destruction, wax and wane. This is the way of the universe, and it applies to men as much as families and societies. Where there is light, there is also darkness. To change the will of fate, one must sacrifice a great deal.” Mr. Ink was respectful and apologetic in offering his wisdom. He had never been a notable figure in Skycloud. During his twenty years of service to the Polaris family, he had always shunned wealth and notoriety. The advice he was giving to the old veteran came from his heart. “You’ve done enough. Why not take the rest you’ve earned?”

Skye Polaris wasn’t angry. In fact, he gave a halfhearted chuckle.

“The situation has grown complicated. I’ve known for a long time that Arcturus is planning something, but in all my years, I haven’t been able to see through that man. All I know is that he is dangerous. Ramiel is also preparing to make a move. Beneath Skycloud’s calm surface, a storm is brewing, and it would be improper to forsake her now. So long as I hold this post, I will not abandon it.” His words rang with determination and confidence.

“When this war is over, I plan to carry out my promise to Dawn. I’ve got a decade or so of mentorship left in me, enough time to make those two great. They will be a counterbalance to the chaos in our realm, and that’s good enough. I might not have lived up to the name of my ancestors, but if I can do that, then I can die with honor.”

The elderly could still hold high aspirations. He was a martyr undaunted in his twilight years. Skye Polaris was never a man to resign himself to the whims of fate, and so long as he had a say, the Polaris family’s glory would not dim. He swore to stir things up for as long as he drew breath. It was part of the pledge he made to fight for his great realm when he first took up the sword.

Mr. Ink said nothing more. Twenty years at this temperamental man’s side weren’t spent idly. He knew how to tread the razor’s edge. He’d made his point. There was nothing to be gained by pressing further. Skye Polaris hated “bullshit”, so he avoided it whenever possible.

The fight before them was critically important to the expeditionary force. It was critically important to the Polaris family.

General Skye would spare no effort or expense to win victory for both.

Nor was there any suspense surrounding the outcome of this war. The Crimson One’s injuries were grave, and his loss at Woodland Vale was costly. Its effect on the fledgling wastelands alliance was toxic, to say the least. Whether it was equipment, strength, logistics, or discipline, the two sides were on completely different levels.

How could the Crimson One hope to win? What’s more, Governor Arcturus and High Priest Ramiel weren’t sitting on their hands.

Half of Skycloud’s total power had been mobilized to ensure this war was won before it started!

If the wastelands had the sort of power to contend against them, they wouldn’t have stayed silent and repressed all these years.
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Cloudhawk had no idea what was happening. He was too busy fondling his new toy like he’d just won the lottery.

Ardent Wrath was a spectacular weapon. At a glance, it looked like just another broken sword, but once activated, the weapon brimmed with energy. Molten fires completed the missing half of the blade to create a stunning and dramatic tool of destruction.

As he continued to test it, Cloudhawk came upon an interesting feature.

When the sword was activated, one-fourth of it was physical, and three-fourths were formed from pure energy. But the part that was energy didn’t create an actual, substantive blade. Unlike Selene's crossblade, which physically cut into its foes, Ardent Wrath sort of radiated through its target. The light it created was superheated, and at Cloudhawk’s current level of mental strength, he was convinced he could evaporate metal with this thing.

It sure as shit wasn’t a throwaway trinket.

Because it was more light than physical, it could “cut” through anything it came up against. Presumably, it could slip past armor and incinerate the flesh beneath so that any physical protection was meaningless. It was definitely a deadly ally while on the battlefield.

Cloudhawk was pretty damn happy with it.

“Cloudhawk.”

Dawn approached him from behind. There was something different about the look on her face. He, of course, was completely unaware of the sinister conversation she’d just had with her grandfather. However, she was finding it hard to conceal the sense of guilt she felt for her dark bargain.

Cloudhawk slipped Ardent Wrath into a sheath at his waist and met her with a greeting.

She stared at him for a minute and was puzzled with how she felt. It wasn’t like Cloudhawk was particularly handsome or heroic-looking, so why couldn’t she stop picturing his face? When her mind turned to the inevitable future marriage, her heart rate immediately quickened. An indescribable nervousness mixed with a secret joy toiled inside her.

“You need something?”

“Some of your people are back.”

She was avoiding looking him in the eye.

Cloudhawk knew who she was talking about – the demon hunters who’d helped him in Woodland Vale. He immediately got up and headed for the door to find them.

“Wait.”

“What is it?”

Cloudhawk stopped for a minute to look her over. “You’re acting weird all of a sudden.”

Something flashed across her face, but she quickly shook her head and looked away. “Moron, I’m fine!”

He had no idea what was going on. Dawn Polaris was famously irreverent of the rules, a woman who marched to the beat of her own drum. Yet, for some reason, she was almost… reserved. She was even speaking softer. It was altogether unusual.

Whatever. Cloudhawk didn’t pay it any more attention, and Dawn brought him into another room.

Claudia was tending to her bandages. Gabriel sat by the light of a nearby window and was knitting something, as was his custom. The old drunk was drinking – as was his custom – and rubbing his calloused feet. Barb stood behind him, holding his iron cane wrapped in cloth.

The vagrant was the first one to notice Cloudhawk enter. He shot the Warden a smirk but never stopped rubbing his grimy feet. “Damn kid, nice work. Every new lady I see you with gets prettier. This noble morsel must be the famous Dawn Polaris.”

Dawn’s pretty face darkened into a scowl.

She immediately didn’t like this hoggish and indecent old man. However, she had a sharp eye and still wanted to play the tender sweetheart while in front of Cloudhawk. She managed to hold back the burning urge to leap forward and wring the old man’s neck.

“The rest of you I couldn’t care less, but what are you doing here, gutter trash?”

Vulkan had once been lauded far and wide, hailed as the War Saint and was elevated to Grand Prior of Temple. However, that position was a secretive one, and the former Templar grandmaster’s work was clandestine in nature. Moreover, he looked entirely different from the majestic holy warrior of old. With Dawnguard wrapped up tightly and in Barb’s hands, there was nothing to indicate he was anything other than a dirty old man.

Dawn didn’t recognize him either.

It was a good thing too. The former Grand Prior’s sudden appearance among the expeditionary forces would have caused a tremendous stir, and it would have far-reaching influence.

“Drinking, obviously. And I’m almost out.” He irreverently waggled his empty bottle at her. “Since I’ve got nowhere else to be, I thought I’d hang around with you lot.”


50 / Hard-Fought Leisure Time


The old man was grungy and disrespectful but was not one to be underestimated. Dawn had heard that the old man had done incredible things in the mausoleum beneath Woodland Vale’s Godtree. Word was he was regaining some of his old abilities.

After asking for more detail, Cloudhawk learned that his breakthrough was a spiritual one.

The old codger wasn’t just a mighty fighter. He also possessed formidable mental prowess, at least comparable to a veteran demon hunter’s. He always did, but the old man had given up on mental cultivation early in life. It’d been a decade or more since he’d put any effort into strengthening his psyche.

The last six years had been especially hard on him. But at the same time, unconsciously, he’d been accumulating what he needed for a breakthrough. The battle beneath the Godtree was the proverbial straw to break the camel’s back.

However, the strength of Skycloud’s War Saint would always lie in his martial abilities. If he hadn’t received an infusion of vigor when he did, the old man would never have regained a ghost of his former life. Old soldiers like him died hard, but it would have been a creeping life of walking death. Now though, Cloudhawk figured he couldn’t take the old man if he had his arms tied behind his back.

Having someone like him as a bodyguard would be a great help. He didn’t even have to worry about a salary so long as the old wino had his fill of wine. Pretty damn good deal, all told. Where else would Cloudhawk find a deal like that?

Dawn took a moment to look over the motley group. She had a reputation for crassness, but there were times when she could be refined when needed. Among the others in the room, she recognized Gabriel and Claudia, two who were woefully inadequate when compared to her but at least had some skill to speak of.

Barb and the novices were unfamiliar, but Dawn could tell at a glance that they were also demon hunters.

Demon hunters were a respected group! However, Dawn could see that all of them had a healthy fear of and veneration for the old drunk. He didn’t even pretend to show respect for Cloudhawk or Dawn. Instead, he treated them like an elder demanding respect from the younger generation.

He was definitely more than he seemed! As far as Dawn was concerned, now that her future marriage with Cloudhawk was certain, it was high time she got on well with his friends.

Cloudhawk stepped forward. “Are you all alright?”

“Thank you for your concern, Excellency. We’re alright.” Barb was as respectful as always. “The newer recruits were wounded badly though. It might take some doing for them to heal completely.”

Badly was a fair description. Rei’s neck and face were still badly dissolved from the toxic spores.

Because of how serious the situation had been, no one was able to help her quickly enough. The spores ate right through her skin to the bone, and while none of the injuries were life-threatening, they would definitely leave permanent scarring. It was a shame she had been so badly marred so soon after graduating.

She’d been such a pretty girl. Demon hunter or not, women cared about how they looked. In comparison, Crain and Tigron Sutherland were better off. Of all the novices, they had received the greatest benefit from participating in this mission. The hardships they faced taught them how to use their family relic and join together, which greatly improved their combat effectiveness when needed.

Claudia’s heart was heavy. Of the six members of her squad, two had died. One was badly wounded, and the other two escaped unscathed through sheer luck. But what guarantee did they have that they would be so lucky next time?

War and its consequences were always cruel. The tragedy that befell Belinda would only repeat itself down the line.

Rei’s tiny voice intruded, “Warden, is that you?” She lay upon a cot, heavily bandaged. The only part of her that wasn’t covered in medicated wrappings was her face, which was as pale as the sheets that covered her. Her big, bright eyes – were so endearing. They revealed a pain and confusion that didn’t show on her face.

Seeing her this way filled Cloudhawk with a sense of guilt. Although the squad had been thrust upon him by his commanders, the failure to protect them was his. He reached over and gently patted her hand. “Those scratches you got aren’t anything to worry about. We’ll have you right as rain in no time.”

He didn’t know if the words sounded as hollow as he felt. They were meant to be comforting, but he didn’t know if Rei would ever be made whole again.

Dawn looked over them once more. “You’re the group that helped Cloudhawk in Woodland Vale? Well done and rest assured that I’ll make sure General Skye hears all about it. I’ll also write a letter to the Knight-Commander of the Demon hunters detailing your exploits to make sure you get the honor that’s due.”

Since when did Skycloud’s most infamously cruel woman become so kind?

When Rei heard the promises, her eyes lit up. To a demon hunter, nothing was more important than honor. Their expedition to Woodland Vale had been fraught with danger and had exacted a heavy toll. However, the silver lining was that their success was a career-defining achievement. Yet, it wasn’t an honor they could enjoy.

Tigron and Crain were touched by her praise. “Thank you, Ms. Polaris.”

“Why are you thanking me? You should thank Cloudhawk!” With a practiced air of nobility, Dawn turned the appreciation towards their Warden. “After all, he is your commanding officer. As for what I can do, if anyone ever gives you any trouble, tell me immediately. I’d happily stand up for you!”

Cloudhawk grinned. What was she up to?

Dawn caught the smile from the corner of her eye and felt her heart flutter. She doubled down on her heroic bearing. “In fact, as talented as you all are, I would be proud to accept any of you into the Polaris family. Consider yourselves my people. Don’t be shy.”

All of the novices listened to her offer with excitement. Barb was openly stunned.

All the while, the old drunk was rubbing his feet. His rheumy eyes looked first to Dawn, then to Cloudhawk, then back to Dawn again with a knowing smirk. Gabriel was still by the window working away at his knitting. Nothing seemed to faze this bashful, lonely guy.

“I think these new bloods have had enough for a while. Let them recover. No new missions for a while.” Cloudhawk offered the suggestion to Claudia. “I have something else for you anyway.”

Claudia frowned at his cryptic words. Was this guy addicted to ordering her around? She never had any pleasant feelings towards this bastard, not even at the beginning. She wasn’t willing to do anything he asked unless she was ordered to.

Cloudhawk went on unwittingly. “From today forward, I want Blue to be part of your squad. Your task, for the time being, is to train her up. No cutting corners, you hear me?”

Claudia thought for a moment and then agreed. Azura was a tiny thing, but her physicality could already compare to an adult’s.

Her training would be quick, and in six month’s time, she could probably scrap with a soldier and hold her own. If she put a focus on cultivating her mental powers, her progress would be even faster. She was very good material to work from, Claudia thought.

Cloudhawk had high hopes for the little one. He wished for her to one day be even better than him. Better than Dawn, better than Selene – better than everyone.

Any other mission and Claudia would have refused out of hand. Not this one. Wasn’t her dream to be an instructor? Azura was a once-in-a-lifetime sort of student, a fact that Claudia had no problem recognizing. No teacher worth their salt would turn down a good student, just as no sculptor would refuse a fine block of marble.

With their new mission delivered, Claudia and her team stayed while Cloudhawk took the others and left.

Dawn could see that this group of demon hunters wasn’t the typical sort. Even the newbies had real potential. The others were unique in skill and personality and all seemed happy to leave Cloudhawk in charge.

It was a surprising revelation. After all, Cloudhawk came from lowly origins, and among the people of Skycloud, his name was uttered alongside scowls and curses.

Most frightening was a fact even Cloudhawk didn’t recognize, that all of this was changing him. He’d gone from a crude bumbling nobody to a man with real leadership potential. His newfound skillset was still in the beginning stages, but it was clear to those who paid attention.

One day, Cloudhawk would grow into his role as a leader. Dawn’s grandfather might have been a hot-head, but he had a good eye for this sort of thing.

She couldn’t stop the corners of her lips from curling upward. Cloudhawk was still young and was already displaying real potential. With so much raw ability to tap into, his future was a bright one.

Good! Good for the future of the family and good for her. She would just need to work on some of her… features.

As the idea of marrying Cloudhawk once more intruded on her thinking, Dawn’s heart was filled with conflicting emotions. It felt at once so sudden and not quick enough. She felt the expectation, even urgency, and the more she thought about it, the more her heart raced. In all her years, she’d never felt like this.

Dawn represented the essence of the Polaris clan: direct, confrontational, stubborn, and volatile. However, she was also fearful of the potential consequences. She knew the sort of person Cloudhawk was, and if he decided he’d rather die than go along with their plan – then what? Not only would it be incredibly embarrassing, but she would also lose her only friend.

No good! That wouldn’t do at all! She couldn’t allow that to happen.

If Cloudhawk learned that this famously frank woman was being so cautious, it would surely make his head explode. He spent the next several days enjoying himself. When he wasn’t drinking with Dawn, he was drinking with the old hobo, and sometimes, they went drinking all together. While the front line blazed with the fury of war, they hung out in the base and boozed it up.

Word of what was happening starting trickling back to them. The expeditionary force, led by General Skye, had already engaged the Conclave’s forces. Twice already they’d traded blows, with hundreds of airships involved in far-reaching battles. In both encounters, General Skye pushed forward victorious.

They were dark scenes, laden with death and mired in carnage. Word was that six wastelander settlements had been razed so far. The battles had to be spectacular to behold – spectacular and horrifying.

The Wastelands Alliance was trying to regain its footing by mounting a frenzied offense. However, their wild tactics failed them, and defeat after defeat was pushing them further back. Of course, it was to be expected. The wastelanders couldn’t hope to match the overwhelming force of Skycloud’s expeditionary force.

The Skycloud assault was too much for them. It would be a miracle if the Wastelands Alliance lasted more than six months. When it came into existence, it was momentous and turbulent. No one thought it would move ahead so quickly. Yet, the expeditionary forces had them on the ropes, and that was just a piece of the terror that was the Elysian lands.

It was one of the reasons why Cloudhawk never gave their lofty “alliance” a second thought.


51 / Art


During this period, Cloudhawk wasn’t idle. Through various underhanded and coercive means, he managed to convince the old drunk to teach him a few things. There was no one else he knew with more knowledge of martial arts than the former War Saint.

The first time Cloudhawk had seen him tip his hand was in Fishmonger’s Borough. He’d seen the drunk peppered with gunfire, and the bullets didn’t so much as pierce his clothes. It was like trying to shoot holes in a sponge.

Cloudhawk didn’t understand how it was possible, so ever since then, he’d been anxious to get the old man to teach him a few things. Unfortunately, they never had an opportunity until now. With a little free time and nothing else to occupy them, how was he going to let this opportunity pass? When it came to stuff like this, Cloudhawk also believed strongly in the phrase “sharing is caring” – if he was going to go through all the trouble to learn this himself, the old man might as well train everybody.

As a result, even the not-wholly-recovered novices from Claudia’s squad were gathered together for a training session. This was a fortuitous chance for them, and Cloudhawk wanted to pay the young demon hunters some extra special attention.

The old man supported himself on the wrapped cane while cradling a wine bottle in the other hand. He hobbled into the center of the training field, the wind catching his sparse grey hair and sending it whipping in all directions. Everything about him spoke to a frail old man so drunk that he could hardly walk and had no energy to lift his cane, much less teach a lesson. A stiff breeze would knock him off his feet.

“Such a pain in my ass,” he muttered. The bottle rose once again to his lips, and its contents spilled across the old man’s face. He wiped the fluid away with a dirty hand. “Let me ask you all a question. Do you know what ‘martial arts’ is?”

“What kind of question is that?” Dawn stood in the center of their group. Since she was physically incapable of keeping her mouth shut, she brazenly called out her answer, “Martial Art is a fighting style that doesn’t rely on external things. A practitioner utilizes pure cultivation and potential to access true power, giving them incredible strength!”

“Hey. Yeah, Skye’s… granddaughter, right? Wrong!” The old man chortled raucously. “You’re talking about a warrior, not a martial artist. A real warrior, when they reach peak condition, can rise to the likes of Skye Polaris. But ask yourself this: will there ever be another man like him?”

Dawn nodded thoughtfully. He had a point. Her grandfather was an incredible man.

“Someone like General Skye comes along maybe once a century. His style can’t be taught or imitated. He treads his own path.” The old drunk was in a rare serious mood. “Martial Arts are not just about excavating one’s potential. An emphasis is placed on style and skill so that there are routines we can pass on to future students. This accumulated knowledge is passed down through the generations and given as blessings to those willing to work for them. That is Art. It is the true Way.”

Cloudhawk understood the point he was trying to make. The old man was a completely different sort of fighter from General Skye.

Skye was a special sort of creature who forged his own body into something more than human. He was effectively immune to the elements – fire, water, wind, and lightning held no sway. Even his corpse would likely remain perfectly preserved for a hundred years.

Every cell within him was bursting with power like a nuclear reactor. When used together, he had the strength to punch through mountains and kick open fissures. His style was not fancy or particularly skillful. It was just pure accumulated potential cultivated to superhuman levels.

The former War Saint came upon his abilities differently. While his body was also thoroughly tempered, he had a specific and unique training regimen that he followed to achieve these ends. He’d put years of effort into mysterious and esoteric techniques that transformed weakness into power. Such were the nearly mythical abilities of the Templars, who were trained through a regimen Vulkan himself created. It was part of the reason they called him the War Saint1.

One gained strength through personal experience. The other learned their power through technique. Each path had its benefits, but the styles of martial arts possessed a level of continuity that Skye’s method did not. Skye’s sheer destructive power was likely impossible to imitate, but what Vulkan knew he could teach to others.

That is what the old man began to attempt with his small troupe of students.

He’d learned the secrets of human will and physicality through decades of study. Only pure physical cultivation could see results like the kind Skye displayed, but that was only physical. If an artist could train their will, body, and mental prowess to the limit, then they would display never before seen heights of what the human form could achieve.

Years ago, the old drunk had a chance to do just that. After all, he was younger than Skye when he started catching up.

Unfortunately, tragedy struck six years ago, and any chance was lost. There was no more hope that he would surpass Skye Polaris, not in this life. Regret for what could have been was still something that troubled him from time to time.

“I’m parched after all this talking. Are you all following?” The old man’s wine bottle had already run dry as had his patience. His eyes swept over the group, struggling to focus through the haze of alcohol. “No amount of talk can beat hands-on experience as far as I’m concerned. So, which one of you wants to show off what you got?”

Cloudhawk had a mind to show off a little. After all, he figured starting with three Spearhead maneuvers in quick succession would impress. However, before he had a chance, someone else stepped forward.

Dawn Polaris wasn’t going to pass on an opportunity to show off, so she stepped forward practically before she knew what she was doing. “I do!”

The old drunk grinned at her and motioned for the mouthy girl to make her move.

Dawn made no effort to hide her thought process. Terrangelica was in her grasp in a blink. She shut her eyes, wrapped both hands around the blade’s hilt, and poured her will into the relic. As her will converged, everyone could feel it, for waves of power washed through and around her. Gradually, all of that focus poured into her hands.

Her eyes shot open. Terrangelica streaked out and then vanished into its sheath.

The whole thing happened in an instant. An arc of energy remained where her blade had passed.

Its track diffused outward from her position, eliciting a tearing sound as it traveled through the air. A set of shields set several meters away were split apart like they were made of tofu. Their fractured pieces clattered as they hit the ground even though Dawn’s sword hadn’t even gotten close. The power of her strike was stunning to behold.

Cloudhawk blinked in astonishment. “Impressive!”

A stupid grin split Dawn’s face when she heard Cloudhawk’s praise. “Of course, you know who I am. Dawn Polaris isn’t just a demon hunter. I am a martial warrior! It’s just no one ever gets close enough for me to show my true skill.”

“Quick-Draw technique?” The old man gave Dawn a quick once-over. “That’s not the Polaris family’s style. It’s not even taught to the average Templar. What’s your relationship to Phain Mist, young lady?”

Dawn’s efforts were solely an attempt to show off what she knew. She was surprised when the old man said the name of her former Seneschal.

“He was my swordsmanship instructor. How do you know him, old man? He’s the current Grand Prior of the Templar Order, the fastest sword in Skycloud!”

“Fastest sword in Skycloud?” A strange look passed over the drunk’s face, almost like a slight sneer. He then shook his head and said, “Phain’s an amateur, but he taught you well.”

“You arrogant old coot! Have you even seen Grand Prior Phain at work?” Dawn’s anger flared at the perceived disrespect. “Call him an amateur all you like, but I won’t have you looking down on me! You’re asking for a beating!”

Dawn would be Dawn.

Her nature wouldn’t let her tolerate anything but absolute obeisance.

What she didn’t understand was where Cloudhawk found this crazy hobo. Why would he ask this sack of wine-soaked bones for martial training? If he wanted a whooping, he could have come to her to learn a thing or two!

She was on the cusp of losing her temper entirely.

But, the old man just smirked at her, revealing a maw of rotten yellow teeth. Before Dawn could draw her sword again, his hand was in motion. As fast as lightning, quicker than the eye could follow, his two fingers lightly tapped the scabbard.

Crack! It was as loud as a dragon’s roar!

A streak of cyan-colored energy tore through the ground, carving a mark several meters long.

Dawn felt a tremendous force bearing down on her. Terrangelica flashed out and came into contact with an opposing power that knocked her back several steps. She returned her weapon to its own sheath and stared at the mark on the ground in awe.

The look on her face was one of abject stupefaction. Cloudhawk’s eyes gleamed. The others, looking from the sidelines, were also stunned. How had the old man done it?

“Do you understand now, little girl?” The old drunk rolled his eyes. “How do I measure up to your Master Phain?”

A Templar Grand Prior was no pushover. It was a title given only to the best. When it came to strength, Phain was probably just as strong as the vagabond, if not stronger. But all they’d seen him do was tap the scabbard, and that staggering attack was what followed. Phain and the old man were oceans apart in terms of skill.

In a trance, Dawn recalled something her grandfather told her when she decided to approach Phain to be her teacher.

Her grandfather was characteristically ornery at the time, for the best martial artist in the realm was not Phain but another man who had vanished from the public eye. To her grandfather, Phain was a pale imitation and only acceptable since he was the next best option.

Who was this master martial artist? Dawn knew, of course – the only man who could even hold a candle to her grandfather, the War Saint!

Dawn gaped openly at the creepy slob standing before her. Was this… impossible! It was completely outside any of her expectations.

“Alright, that’s all for our demonstration.” The drunk dug at the contents of his nose with a grimy finger. He’d begun to grow impatient again. “I’m not in the same shape I once was, so I don’t have the energy to teach you all one by one. I’ll show you some maneuvers, my own style, and how much you learn will be up to you.”

In a thousand years of history, many sages had traipsed Skycloud’s landscape. In their lives, they uncovered many secrets to unlocking human potential.

The maneuvers he taught them were both a way to temper their bodies and their minds. Cloudhawk had learned something like this from the Bloodsoaked Queen, techniques demon hunters used to strengthen themselves. Depending on the knowledge of people long ago, it was a much more systematic means of improvement over the life and death struggle of a life in the wastelands.

The moves he taught them were more complex. Over two hundred in total, they were involved and mysterious – and that was just the beginning. Cultivation involved electric shock therapy, acupuncture, moxibustion, herbal medicine, and other ancient aids. It was an involved and holistic body forging system that was completely unheard of to all of them.

The old man didn’t discover this method, nor did he give it a name. But, it was obvious to all how precious this knowledge was!

It was a tremendous boon to these young students but one that demanded great talent to utilize to its fullest. As such, when the old man shared with them his cultivation methods, the extents to which they all grasped his secrets were different.

To put a number on it, the novice demon hunters grasped maybe just a fifth of it. As for Claudia and Gabriel, perhaps half. Dawn’s formidable talent was enough for her to understand a full three-fourths of these mysteries.

But, what surprised the old man were the three others who understood his methods intrinsically. The first was his recently accepted disciple, Barb. The other two were Cloudhawk – a fact he didn’t find strange in the least – and another that absolutely did.

Azura.

A child, hardly old enough to dress herself.

When the old man saw her take to these techniques like a fish to water, he thought – not without some regret – about how the new generation would inevitably overcome the old. Cloudhawk’s generation hadn’t yet surpassed their betters and already, the children of today were making their potential known. He suspected this scamp would have the potential to change the world before her twentieth year.

Yet, the old man noted with pity that time was short. Cloudhawk was unsuitable to take on his legacy, and Azura was still too young. The only person worth the old man’s effort, the one who could carry all the hundreds of Templar skills into the future, was Barb.

While the old man’s nameless forging technique was useful for physicality, he didn’t actually teach them any martial techniques. It was a fact that irked Cloudhawk. He was about to ask the old man if he was fucking with them when suddenly, the environment took on an urgent feel.

A soldier came rushing their way, recently returned from the front. Judging by his equipment and bearing, he was a Talon. His armor was broken in several places and was obviously wounded. Whatever he’d gone through had to have been bad, for he looked lucky to have made it back.

“Warden, sir! Commander Drake and the Talons have been caught in an ambush on the front! Things are bad. I was ordered to head back here as fast as possible and ask for reinforcements.”

An ambush?! Cloudhawk’s face darkened.

Drake had been sent to hunt down the wastelander warships that had ambushed them on the way to Woodland Vale. It should have been a quick mission, but it was nearing six months since he departed without any news. That’s why General Skye had sent Rio and the Talons after him.

Then, instead of helping, now Rio’s gotten him and the Talons caught in a trap? What had they run into?

“Hey-hey! You aren’t thinking of going yourself, are you?” Dawn physically placed herself between Cloudhawk and the soldier. “Don’t you dare disobey grandfather’s orders!”

“Drake, Hammont, and thousands of soldiers are going to die.” A nasty feeling in the pit of his stomach told Cloudhawk something bad was on the horizon. He couldn’t just stay here. “We can’t just watch them get crushed. Anyway, there aren’t many in the wastelands who would recognize me. If I’m disguised, who can tell? Don’t worry about it!”

Dawn was staunchly against the very thought. Nothing could be allowed to happen to him!

“The front has exploded! You’re telling me you aren’t the least bit interested in getting your hands dirty?”

The moment he said it, Dawn could feel the itch in her breast.

Cloudhawk was a clever one and knew Dawn wasn’t that hard to manipulate. “If you’re worried, then come with me. If we can’t save them, then it is what it is. Do what we can and leave the rest up to fate. What do you say?”

It seemed reasonable to Dawn. She nodded. “Let’s go!”


52 / To The Battle Lines


Gabriel, Claudia, and the novices were left back at base. Dawn, the drunk, and Barb followed Cloudhawk to the battle lines.

Dawn lay on the large bed in her cabin, arms up and fingers netted behind her head. Her eyes glimmered, and her features would, from time to time, shift from a knowing grin to a resentful scowl. She was immersed in a world of her own thoughts from which she couldn’t extricate herself.

What did that idiot Cloudhawk think of her? What was she to him?

From the moment she was born, Dawn was a woman who followed her own rules and lived unapologetically. Her emotional intelligence was thus not very developed. After all, she hardly cared what anyone thought. Most of the time, it was the rest of the world trying to figure her out, for there was no one worth her notice.

Lately, Dawn had felt less and less like her old self, a fact she found distressing. And yet, the changes were also exhilarating! There was a sense of expectation. Where before, her feelings towards Cloudhawk were muddled and unclear, after her chat with grandfather, it all came into focus.

A she-devil was still a woman.

Moment by moment, she wrestled with how she felt about him, and what she could do about it. She needed to know how he felt. Yet, she also dreaded the answer. Days passed as Dawn mulled over the pros and cons, which in itself was an experience she’d never had before. It was infuriating! Maddening! But also fulfilling in a way she didn’t expect.

Was this love?

The word just appeared in her mind, and all at once, her heart felt like it was going to shudder out of her chest. Her half-lidded eyes were evidence that she was relishing the sensation… what was she afraid of? She was pretty, talented, and had been a friend to him for years. Cloudhawk would have to be blind not to recognize there was no one better!

Gods damn it!

If Dawn had deigned to handle this in her own way, she would have dragged Cloudhawk into her room and asked him bluntly. If he refused her, she would have just beaten him until he agreed to marry her. Dawn was a firm believer in the power of violence – there was no problem a few smacks with her fist couldn’t fix. And if that didn’t work, punch harder.

Yet, this problem seemed to confound her iron-clad logic. Cloudhawk was the kind to be persuaded by logic, not by force.

In killing Adder, he proved he was strong. Dawn was strong too but not strong enough to overpower him. If she decided to try and physically coerce him, she wasn’t sure it would succeed. The takeaway she grasped from that was just regret that she hadn’t trained harder in recent years. With her potential, she would have been so much stronger today!

Luckily, she still had her grandpa. He would know how to deal with this. But when would this damnable war end?! She was flustered, distracted, annoyed! Dawn had to fight the urge to draw her blade and hack the cabin to pieces.

A sound broke the train of thought as her fingers twitched towards the weapon. “Hey, her Excellency Miss Polaris!”

She shot up from the bed like something bit her. Dawn hurriedly fixed her hair and clothes and took a few deep breaths to make sure no sign of her distress was showing. Then, she walked to the cabin door and pulled it open. “What. You interrupted me in the middle of a fine dream. The sun isn’t even out yet. Why are you knocking on my door?”

Cloudhawk shook his head. “We’ve found traces of a battle. I wanted to go down and get a better look.”

“What a waste of energy. What’s the point in crawling over a pile of garbage?!” There was the barest hint of disappointment in her eyes. “No matter, I can’t sleep anyway. I’ll go and have a look with you.”

Neither Dawn nor Cloudhawk had the authority to command any forces back at base, so they’d had to disguise themselves and climb aboard a supply ship. Over the last several days in the air, they’d passed a number of battlefields, and since Cloudhawk was getting stir crazy, he’d stopped at each one to see what he could find out.

What they discovered was something amiss.

Cloudhawk took the drunk, Barb, and Dawn from the ship to the battlefield below. It was the ruins of a wastelander settlement that had been leveled in the conflict. It had been roughly the size of Fishmonger’s Borough before being caught up in this war. Judging by the foundations, it had been well fortified against attack. Unfortunately for them, nothing was impregnable to an armada of a hundred Elysian warships. The settlement was practically reduced to rubble.

Barb’s curiosity got the better of her. “Excellency, what did you find?”

Cloudhawk was picking over the debris while Oddball patrolled nearby. It didn’t take very long for their combined efforts to produce results.

“This city was in the process of being evacuated by the time the expeditionary force got here. Any goods or materials of value have been taken away, and nothing of worth was left behind for our forces to capture.” Cloudhawk paused for a moment before continuing. “No, the army wouldn’t want anything they had. Our soldiers are after Conclave soldiers, and their mission was to harry them in their retreat. They didn’t have time to stop and comb through the ruins of a city.”

Dawn wasn’t following. “What does that have to do with anything?”

“Two possibilities.” Cloudhawk raised his head and looked at the others with a dire expression. “One, the Crimson One began his retreat into the Northern Barrens even before Adder went to Woodland Vale. Our forces have picked off what they could but haven’t caught the Conclave’s main strength.”

“And the second?” Dawn pressed.

“Feign defeat to lure the enemy in.” Cloudhawk pulled out his exorcist rod and started drawing in the dirt. “If we look at the route the expeditionary force took, we can see they took at least two major detours. These were likely efforts by the Conclave to lure our men into less favorable territory.”

The others looked at one another. It was a sensational claim. That would mean the Conclave’s successive defeats were a ruse, and they hadn’t yet attacked with their full army. After a moment, it seemed to make sense – the Conclave was led by one of Skycloud’s Master Demon Hunters, after all. The Crimson One was not a man so easily beaten.

Dawn hardly cared. “What are you afraid of? Our men are far superior to the Conclave’s ragtag bunch. It doesn’t matter what tactics they use. None of it means anything in the face of overwhelming force.”

In his standard display of disinterest, the old man took another swig of alcohol. “Really, what are you worrying about, kid? You think if you can see the clues, General Skye will miss them?”

That was true. While it was easy for people in the thick of it to miss things, standard tactics like this weren’t beyond the General’s ability to see through. He might have been considered the dullest of Skycloud’s three great leaders, but no one would dare assume he was easy to fool. He was shrewder than most.

Cloudhawk shook his head. “It doesn’t matter. Let’s go. We still need to find Drake.”

Dawn stole a glance towards the old drunk. She still wasn’t sure about who he really was. Could he actually be the old War Saint? What would turn such a noble man into… this? If he wasn’t the War Saint, then how was he so good at Templar martial techniques?

Each of them had practiced his no-name strengthening techniques as they traveled towards the front lines. By now, the benefits were starting to show. They felt more agile, especially when it came to body control even on micro-levels. All of them had noticed the improvement, which gave credence to the old man’s skill.

And whoever the old drunk was, he was willing to follow Cloudhawk around for the time being.

Cloudhawk was destined to be a big name in the Polaris family. At least for now, it looked like his presence would also include this strange but capable old man. If he chose to remain with the family under Cloudhawk’s command, it would be an incredible boon for the Polaris clan.

“We’re close to the front.”

Cloudhawk stared towards the horizon, calculating the distance yet to travel. He figured they were still about a day out.

It was probably the last time they were going to stop and search for clues. The front was bound to be mired in chaos with hundreds of ships and tens of thousands of soldiers fighting for their lives. It was likely the Crimson One and his closest lieutenants would be there as well. Trying to move through a battlefield was dangerous. They had to be careful.

“Move out.”

The others nodded and started heading back to the ship. And then, suddenly, everyone looked up towards a streak of blazing stars trailing into the distance.

“What’s that?”

Everyone fixed their eyes on the scene, and by then, the twinkling lights had filled nearly the entire pre-dawn sky. They couldn’t be stars. Besides, they were moving – fast.

Cloudhawk reached through his connection with Oddball and borrowed the critter’s sharp eyesight. When he saw what it was, his face blanched. “Abandon ship! Everyone needs to abandon ship!”

Too late!

Dozens of… something, dragging tails of fire in their wake, carved a path through the black sky. They split the darkness like a hot knife before smashing into the airship overhead. The projectiles were small but shook the whole vessel from the impact.

Supply ships didn’t have armor. The resulting explosion boomed across the barren landscape as their means of escape was blown to pieces like it was made from paper.

Flaming debris began to tumble from on high. Shockwaves from the blast rattled through the ruins and caused the debris to shift. Half-toppled buildings fell from the additional stress, and as screaming balls of flaming metal fell from the sky, the land all around Cloudhawk suddenly became a deadly field of nightmares.

The world turned red.

“They blew up our ship!” Dawn was more furious than surprised. Pale fingers wrapped around the hilt of her weapon and ripped it from its sheath. Wild eyes glared in the direction the attack had come from. “Who’s the bastard that dared destroy my ship?! I’ll cut them to pieces!”

Cloudhawk tried to talk the rash woman down. “Don’t go rushing off!”

Barb and the old man stood to one side, faces stern. The ships burned and crashed to ground over the next several minutes.

Shortly after, the air was filled with a raucous sound. Fifty to sixty wastelander ships appeared on the horizon, heavily outfitted for combat. It was obvious that this fleet was put together specifically to deal with the expeditionary force’s armada.

The harsh light of the fires danced in the drunk’s craggy face. He stared at the ships as they traversed the early morning sky. “These don’t look like the Crimson One’s men...”

“No. This is the Dark Atom.”

“The Dark Atom?!”

What Elysian didn’t know of that old terrorist organization?

The battle of the Blisterpeaks was Skycloud’s most costly defeat in hundreds of years. Everyone had been distracted by the Conclave’s meteoric rise over the last several months, which had stolen the spotlight from this old nemesis. However, as the greatest Seeker cell in the wastelands, no one dared doubt the destructive capabilities of the Dark Atom.

But, weren’t they at odds with the Conclave of Judgment?

It was the reason they didn’t join when the Church established its wastelands alliance. But, from the lumbering dark figures passing overhead, it was clear that Skycloud’s perennial foes had returned.
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The wastelander airships were crude, savage-looking things. They were visually repulsive, constructed of disparate materials, and sported a menagerie of flashing lights and contrived technology. Bristling with cannons, it looked like a cancerous and aggressive tumor cell hanging in the air. Its shadow brought with it a distinct and ominous sense.

Back in the Blisterpeaks, the Dark Atom was careful not to tip its whole hand. More than likely, many of its weapons were still a secret to the world at large. Cloudhawk had never seen anything like this from the terrorist organization before.

The airships steamed towards the settlement ruins with surprising speed. Before long, they descended on the outskirts and unloaded their crew of two hundred Dark Atom soldiers or more.

All of them wore the same unique outfit, which was some manner of composite material tightly wrapped around their torsos like a second skin. The leather substance was tough and elastic to allow for movement while also being defensive. Clearly, it was some new kind of armor the Dark Atom had concocted.

“Wicked blasphemers!”

A few lucky survivors were scrambling from the wreckage of their supply ship nearby. They recognized who their attackers were the moment they saw the enemy ships. Dripping blood and covered in wounds, they nonetheless adopted challenging scowls as they drew their weapons. What remained of the ships’ crew formed up to mount an attack.

Though these were but logistics soldiers, all Elysian regulars were all well-trained in the ways of combat. Even wounded, they were a threat.

Thhck!

One of the soldiers hacked his sword at a foe and caught him in the shoulder. He was sure there was enough strength in the attack to cleave the bastard rebel cleanly in half. However, to his surprise and dismay, the soldier’s sword buried mere centimeters into the armor and became stuck. It wasn’t just the armor either. The enemy he’d attack had a body like iron.

How?

The expeditionary soldier’s wide eyes slowly trailed up the Dark Atom agent’s body. Suddenly, it appeared as if his target had grown at least twice his size. His face sprouted coarse, black hair, and a row of razor-sharp teeth extended from his gums. Human eyes turned feral, as red as blood, as his target became more monster than man.

A long, ear-piercing howl answered.

Crack!

The soldier’s neck was snapped like a twig.

His body was thrown aside by the shapeshifting Dark Atom soldier like a sack of garbage. The monster then reached up and plucked out the sword still lodged in his shoulder and haphazardly flung it into the dirt as well. The remaining survivors from the ship were quickly dispatched in the brief scuffle that followed.

Dawn watched it all happen from a short distance away. She could taste the harsh metallic flavor of her anger as it stewed inside her. These despicable fiends were killing her countrymen right in front of her!

“Calm down lady,” Cloudhawk muttered at her. “Running at them half-cocked is just going to get us killed.”

She was strong and impulsive. Cloudhawk wasn’t sure a few words were going to keep her from rushing into a fight.

But surprisingly, it worked. There had to be fifty to sixty airships still overhead and a group of two hundred monstrous soldiers right in front of them. They weren’t going to cut a path to freedom out in the open. It didn’t matter how much damage they could do. Dawn might not have cared about her own safety, but she didn’t want to see any harm come to Cloudhawk.

Barb crouched in the ruins, as silent as a shadow but no less enraged. No Elysian could watch their countrymen be cut down and not feel it in their gut.

The old drunk was openly surprised at the scene. “How can they change into monsters like that?”

“They’re genetically modified warriors,” Cloudhawk explained. “The Dark Atom has a genius scientist on their side who must have figured out how to do it. Honestly, though, I’m surprised they managed to make so many so fast.”

A scornful expression flitted across the drunk’s lined features. He’d heard a little about ancient technology from the old world. He turned his nose up at what he considered shortcuts to strength. It didn’t matter if they went rooting around in a human’s genes. Nothing science could produce was superior to old-fashioned physical training.

Barb’s voice was hoarse and low. “Look. Those three must be the leaders.”

Cloudhawk followed her gaze and was surprised to see three familiar faces. Oddball fluttered closer for a better look.

One was a middle-aged man with a hooked nose and bald head. The second was also bald but was much larger in frame and had a ferocious expression. The first was Buzzard, a capable warrior and part of the Dark Atom’s leadership. His companion was Greenscale, the mercenary who’d chased Cloudhawk to the gates of Blackwater Base years ago. Unfortunately for him, the mad scientist Roste captured the large man and turned him into one of his monsters. In the years that followed, his mutations were perfected, and he rose through the ranks of this organization he was sold to.

Both men were clad in the same composite armor as their compatriots, only of somewhat higher quality.

Between the two men was another figure, one which took Cloudhawk by surprise.

He was easily twice as tall as a normal man and as wide as three burly fighters put together. His skin had a thick and rocky texture from head to toe, and scar marks from where he’d been hacked at by weapons lined his torso. He was a walking tank, powerful enough to punch through solid rock with his mace-like fists.

Coal!

It was Coal!

Cloudhawk gaped at the sight, taken aback that he should find this super mutant all the way in the Northern Barrens.

Coal lumbered forward a few steps and fished something out of his clothing. Once activated, a translucent and fuzzy image flickered to life in the space before him. There was enough detail to make out the voluptuous figure of a woman who held herself with an intellectual and commanding bearing.

“Boss Hellflower.” Coal’s English had improved. “We found a supply ship. Shot it down.”

The voice that came through the projected image was tiny and strange. It stopped and started in fits, but Cloudhawk wasn’t sure what that indicated.

It was incredible that Coal should be so quickly brainwashed by the Dark Atom. Judging by his presence and importance, they’d already made him a lieutenant and sent him to the battlefield. Cloudhawk couldn’t help but feel sorry for him. He was so young, with more potential than he’d ever seen in any other mutant.

All he needed was time. Eventually, Coal would be just as strong as those Barren Kings, Toad and Canker. By then, even a veteran demon hunter wouldn’t be a threat to him. A shame… Cloudhawk had once thought of having Coal come with him and help in his efforts. However, the foul circumstances that destroyed Coal’s tribe were the same ones that caused him to refuse Cloudhawk and come under the wing of that bastard, Wolfblade.

Hellflower was also incredibly dangerous. Two hundred shapeshifting soldiers and some sort of long-distance communication device… all of it was likely the work of that woman. She was more precious to the Dark Atom than a hundred lieutenants!

These monsters she’d made were as strong as Cloudhawk’s Talons with the additional capability to adapt as needed in the harsh climes of the wastelands. As for whatever device Coal was using, if something like that became popular, then the Dark Atom would have a powerful command and information advantage.

Cloudhawk’s mind recalled the insane man they’d called the Academician, Roste, and what he’d said. Before he died, the madman swore that Hellfire was far more dangerous than he. Judging by what Cloudhawk saw now, the old man was right.

Something like jealousy flashed behind Greenscale’s dark eyes when he saw Coal speaking with Hellflower. He made no secret of it as he kicked a chunk of twisted metal a hundred meters into the distance to vent his frustration.

This earned a chuckle from Buzzard. “Your genetic modifications are only getting better and better.”

“All thanks to Boss Hellflower, right?” By the way he said her name, it was obvious the bald man adored her. “You were strong to begin with, Buzzard. I’m sure you are on a whole ‘nother level now.”

Obviously, Hellflower’s addition to the Dark Atom had benefited both men. It was no surprise. She was the synthesis of all the collected scientific knowledge of the wastelands. Her abilities were miles beyond the abilities of Three-Eyed Spider.

Coal shut off the device, and Hellflower’s figure vanished from view. He turned back to the others. “Boss Hellflower said to look around and find survivors. We can’t let them know that we were here.”

“It was just a supply ship,” Greenscale muttered dismissively. “They didn’t have anything but items for the Elysian front lines. They weren’t even escorting anyone important. We’re just wasting our time here. We should make our way to the frontline.”

Coal’s rigid face fixed on the shapeshifter. “We can’t go against Boss Hellflower’s orders!”

Greenscale retorted, still full of defiance, “Listen, rockhead, who the fuck do you think you are, trying to push me around? You’ve been part of this outfit for all of five fuckin’ minutes. Don’t think just because Hellflower vouches for you that you can talk down to me!”

Their interaction was a clue to Coal’s status as an outcast. He was looked down on, not just among these men but in the Dark Atom as a whole. It wasn’t helped by the fact that he had risen to a similar position as these two after only a few months.

To make matters worse, Coal had become a man of particular interest to Hellflower. She had eyes to make him her confidant, someone she could mold. Everyone in the Dark Atom knew what sort of clout Hellflower wielded these days, so being her right hand came with real authority. It was more advantageous to curry favor with Hellflower than with even Wolfblade.

Coal was already strong. With Hellflower’s help and knowledge, what was stopping him from becoming an integral part of the organization? It was only natural that a new blood rising to such heights after just a short time would earn a lot of angry looks.

Coal was an honest and direct sort. Greenscale was also obvious in his disdain. Buzzard was left with no option but to play mediator. “Greenscale, give it up. Coal has a point, and it’s better to be cautious. Hellflower and the Boss are on the way. Whether or not we get the drop on that old dog Skye and kill him will be determined by us keeping this quiet!”

Greenscale grunted his displeasure but waved a hand in dismissal. He had to comply.

The shapeshifter soldiers separated into several dozen groups. Each squad was equipped with a device that picked out living creatures in a certain radius, which they used to start combing the ruins. Luckily, no one seemed to notice that every word of their conversation was overhead by a tiny yellow bird.

Cloudhawk was still crouched in the ruins, processing this new information. The Dark Atom was going to get involved? They were planning on attacking the expeditionary force from the rear.

It seemed foolishly bold. The Dark Atom was strong, but even if Abaddon himself showed up, they couldn’t take out the whole Elysian army and General Skye. Where was all their confidence coming from?

Cloudhawk knew Wolfblade and Hellflower weren’t idiots, especially Wolfblade. He was only getting more mysterious and inscrutable as the days passed. If they were choosing to join this fight, they were doing it because they were confident of success. If they weren’t here with the rest of their fleet, then it meant those two had something else planned.

“Those things in their hands will be able to detect us. We can’t hide.” The old man gripped his cane tightly. “What’s the plan?”

“Slow down!” Cloudhawk thought for a moment. “We can’t fight against so many. I have an idea.”
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Hundreds of shapeshifter soldiers were spread out among the ruins. The detection equipment they carried was able to point out any living thing within a dozen or so meters. That meant it was only a matter of time before Cloudhawk and the others were discovered. Dawn was getting antsy. If they were going to be found, wasn’t it better to strike when they had the element of surprise?

Take the initiative! Attack on their terms! Kill all of these bastards! That was the strategy she preferred.

Her hand was already wrapped around the hilt of Terrangelica. “They’re coming. What are you planning to do about it?”

Barb’s heart was racing. The danger they were in was not something to take lightly.

There had to be fifty to sixty ships above them, holding thousands of troops. Among them were a lot of these mutant shape changers. If they were going to fight, it was almost certain that the four of them would be doomed. Hell, their bombs alone would be enough.

However, Cloudhawk was perfectly calm. “Shut up. If I say we can do it, then we can do it.”

Dawn gritted her teeth and pursed her lips but reluctantly removed her hand from her sword. Not even her grandfather would talk to her like this. Anyone else and she would have taught them a lesson before charging into battle, but coming from Cloudhawk, the words didn’t even make her angry. Strange.

At Cloudhawk’s command, Oddball shot higher into the sky. The little bird approached one of the ships that was several hundred meters above and slipped into a ventilation duct. After passing through a twisting maze of pipes, it popped out in an empty room.

That’ll do, as good a place as any.

“Everyone, grab onto me!” Cloudhawk wrapped an arm around Dawn’s waist and grabbed Barb’s arm. Barb quickly reacted by snatching a handful of the drunk’s clothes. The Dark Atom’s search squad was maybe fifty meters away and closing. They could hear the beeping from their machines pick up speed. They’d found something.

Cloudhawk reached into the phase stone with his mind and called for its power.

The detection equipment suddenly went silent.

Soldiers hurriedly scoured the nearby ruins for any traces of survivors but found nothing. It was clear throughout the settlement. Maybe their instruments were malfunctioning? But that seemed unlikely; they had all been checked and upgraded by Hellflower’s people.

For all their suspicion and confusion, in the end, the soldiers had no recourse but to abandon the search. It seemed like nothing had escaped their net, so the troops filed back into their airship and returned to the rest of the fleet.

Meanwhile, the four Elysians sputtered into existence within the small room Oddball had found. Cloudhawk looked at the sea of stunned faces surrounding him and grinned. “I’m pretty awesome, right?”

“Hmph, keep your hands to yourself!”

“Sorry, sorry.”

Cloudhawk was stunned that he was still holding onto her. He pulled his arm back as though burned and shuffled back a few meters. Dawn was anything but forgiving, so if she got the idea, the crazy woman would likely break his arm.

A blush crept into her cheeks, but when she saw Cloudhawk recoil like she was a viper, her brows shot up. “Think you could be any more dramatic?! I’m not some fire-breathing monster. What are you so scared of!?”

A fire-breathing monster was a hell of a lot less terrifying than she was, Cloudhawk thought to himself.

The old drunk looked at Cloudhawk, then at Dawn. His cracked lips were pulled in a smirk.

“That’s a pretty nasty smirk,” Barb noted. “What awful thing are you thinking?”

“Nothing. Those two remind me of someone?”

“Who? It must be a lady!”

Barb and the old man had grown more familiar over time, so she didn’t waste time with respectful addresses when unnecessary. She didn’t even call him Excellency any more like she used to. Now, he was just an “old man”. After all, he was pretty explicit about not accepting her as a disciple.

It was odd. He had given her all he had, was willing to teach her everything he knew, but for some unknown reason, he was unwilling to acknowledge their relationship as master and student.

He didn’t care what she called him, and since he wasn’t objecting to the familiarity, she decided to press the old drunk on his past.

The old man lazily uncorked a wine bottle and took his time enjoying its contents. In his mind’s eye, a purple silhouette flashed, and then all at once, it was like he’d been drawn into the memory. Like a deluge, recollections of the first time they met rushed through his mind.

He’d been thirty years old at the time.

She was in her teens.

He was a martial prodigy, full of ambition and a dream to bring the art to the world. He didn’t have time for the mysteries of relationships, so he swore off them entirely.

She was famous in Skycloud for her beauty and had great talent and high expectations. Countless men vied for her affection, but she had eyes only for him.

He never gave her the time of day. Meanwhile, she never doubted he would achieve his dream. She smiled about it, for she was determined to be there whenever he succeeded, waiting – no matter how long – for him to finally see her.

Twenty years passed in a blink.

He never saw her.

Thus passed her best years, her beauty wasted in waiting.

When his mind turned to this, the old man’s heart was filled with regret. Did she ever imagine that mighty War Saint would tumble so far and become the shit-smeared vagabond he was today?

No, she never would have accepted it. Thank the gods she wasn’t around to see, and yet, such a pity she couldn’t.

He called out to Cloudhawk and Dawn, “You young folk should learn to cherish how blessed you are. The things that seem so easy to get can disappear in an instant and then are gone forever. It’ll be too late for regrets.”

At that moment, Dawn knew the old man had seen right through her, into her heart. She felt her cheeks burning and stole a glance at Cloudhawk to make sure he didn’t see.

He missed the subtle shift in her expression, for he was too busy teasing the drunk. “Hearing you pine over bygone days is something I didn’t think I’d hear, old man.”

“There’s a lot that would surprise you.” He rolled his eyes at the mouthy youth. “Don’t let my looks now fool you. In my day, there was a line of young beauties after my attention that circled the temple.”

Cloudhawk didn’t have time to bullshit with the old fool. “What we need to be doing is finding a way to sneak among the Dark Atom forces. I can have Oddball scout out the ship and keep an eye out for patrols. If we can get our hands on a few key personnel, we can use Barb’s Heart-scry Thorn to read their thoughts. Then, we use that information to help us take over the ship. You guys have any more input?”

“No,” Barb answered immediately.

The room they’d teleported into was a storage closet, stacked high with supplies and armaments. Since nothing in here was of any particular importance, they didn’t leave anyone to guard its contents. At least for the time being, their small crew was safe here.

And so, Cloudhawk, using his phase abilities and Oddball, began to scout out the situation aboard the ship. At this point, even the old man had to acknowledge how helpful Cloudhawk’s skills were.

With his talents, it didn’t matter how rigorous the defenses were. Any secret place, any no man’s land, any impenetrable fortress was child’s play. In this way, he could teleport a group of soldiers behind enemy lines and strike at unexpected places.

Cloudhawk continued to pick his way through the ship hallway by hallway. Every handful of minutes, he returned to tell the others what he learned.

Dawn and Barb were both enamored with his incredible abilities. He was practically unstoppable!

It took less than two hours for Cloudhawk to scout the entire two-hundred-meter-long ship from top to bottom. He knew which rooms were empty, where the bridge was, where most of the crew hung out, and more.

Dimensional and spatial abilities were very rare. It’d been more than two hundred years since Skycloud had a demon hunter with the skills needed to use those kinds of relics. Beyond having the ability to use them, Cloudhawk also had an incredibly powerful dimensional relic of his own. It was through it that he was able to perform these incredible deeds.

However, he didn’t let it get to his head. The task was both very dangerous and very tiring.

The stone’s abilities were as draining as they were incredible. While Cloudhawk was much stronger than his former self, scouting a ship this size in such a short period of time was hard enough. Teleporting three other people up here was already an impressive feat for him. Transferring a whole contingent of soldiers? Laughable.

It was time for them to make their move.

It didn’t take long for them to subdue the ship’s officers on the bridge by stealthy means. Then, using Barb’s special relic, they learned how to control the ship and use it to their advantage.

Done! They had occupied the ship without anyone knowing any better.

Cloudhawk settled himself smugly in the captain’s chair.

One man had been kept conscious to control the ship’s complicated machinery. Barb and Dawn stood on either side to make sure it all went smoothly.

The control systems were capped by a screen. Words flashed across the surface. They were all commands to the ship, determining its speed, altitude, heading, and so forth. Nothing too complicated.

But Dawn stared at it all with barely hidden shock. Never… never would she have believed they’d simply waltz onto a Dark Atom ship and just take it for themselves!

This behemoth of a machine and all its weapons were theirs to command. At any moment, they could launch a surprise attack on the other airships and cause devastation before anyone knew what hit them. She figured easily a fifth of their fleet would be destroyed by the time they were done.

Heh, the Dark Atom wouldn’t suspect a thing. Not in their wildest dreams! All right under their noses!

They sailed among the rest of the fleet for a full day. Eventually, orders came across the screen to decelerate.

“We’re there.” Cloudhawk pulled back on the lever that controlled their speed. The sound of gears churning and steam hissing shuddered throughout the ship. Everyone lurched forward a little as they slowed. Another order flashed across the screen, and everyone’s face stiffened. “We’re going to be meeting up with the rest of the Dark Atom’s forces soon.”

“Yeah, I see ‘em,” the old man said, uncorking another bottle and gesturing with it out a nearby window. “Heh, the General’s got his hands full this time.”

When the others looked out to see what he was talking about, their eyes went wide.

Dozens of long, green, serpentine bodies slithered through the air nearby. Their large wings beat to keep their muscled bodies airborne.

Weren’t these dragons? The same creatures from Woodland Vale? But, that was a passing shock, for what really made their jaws drop was the thousands of birds of prey that coasted behind them!

There were dozens of different types with the largest being over a dozen meters long. The scene was incredible like a wave of deadly monsters waiting to crest.

“Autumn!”

She was the only person who could control so many wasteland monsters.

The body that once belonged to the young Tribal leader was now under the Shepherd’s control and was brimming with a god’s will. The scope of control was far greater than before, incomparably so. Thousands of creatures swayed in the wake of the ships at her beck and call, ready to kill on command.

Thousands of mutant birds plus fifty to sixty airships decked with heavy artillery. If they attacked all at once with the advantage of surprise, it could very well spell disaster for Skye’s forces.

Cloudhawk looked further into the distance and saw a sandstorm rolling in. Abaddon was coming too.

All of a sudden, the situation had just gotten very, very bad.

The Crimson One in front with gods and demons behind. General Skye and his mighty Elysian Army were faced with a deadly situation, and they didn’t even know it was coming.
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A blue sky stretched out for thousands of kilometers. The setting sun was an angry orb on the horizon, setting the undersides of the clouds afire. Desolate mountains slunk across the world like earthbound dragons, their craggy peaks like broken swords jutting towards the heavens. As the sun’s dying glow was reflected by the unwitting clouds, one could get lost in the majestic and almost picturesque tract of desert that stretched into the distance.

Evening light painted the mountain rock red like blood, and their peaks speared the clouds as they wound through the region. Between them were chasms carved deep into the earth where the faint light of lava rivers radiated an angry red. Their angry, pulsing heat was like someone had cut open the very arteries of the earth.

The vast wastelands north of Skycloud were an expansive area whose terrain was complicated to traverse. It was filled with the unknown, and since ancient times, it was considered a dangerous land meant to be avoided. It was even given its own name – the Northern Barrens.

What sort of tenacious mutants and wastelanders lived in this inhospitable mountain range? For all its might and miracles, even Skycloud didn’t know. Not even the power of the gods gave them wisdom when it came to this evil place.

This beautiful and harrowing sight was highlighted by the pious sounds of chanting. Beautiful airships wafted among the clouds, masterfully-crafted machines that sparkled in the dying light of the sun. Their magnificent jade-stone hulls gleamed in sharp contrast to the harsh surroundings below.

General Skye stood upon the deck of the Elysian flagship, staring out across the horizon.

Their current expedition had persisted for nearly two weeks. In that time, they’d had four encounters with the enemy resulting in four victories. But the job was not done, and they could not stop until it was. They would not rest until their foes were scattered, so they pressed on into the Northern Barrens.

Skye knew the Crimson One was luring them deeper into his territory, but he was still determined to fight. And not just fight – fight at all costs. Two words were his guiding mantra – fast and fierce.

The General came from the school of indomitable bravery. He knew a battle like this would be a quagmire, and the longer they were caught in it, the more costly it would become. It didn’t matter. They would shatter the bridges and sink the boats, anything for ultimate victory. If they played it safe, then this war would drag on, and the Elysian people would suffer for it.

Although the General’s personality informed his tactics, Skye didn’t reach his position by being a bloodthirsty fool. He knew well that merely throwing yourself wholly at an enemy wasn’t always the way to win.

Since departing on this campaign, they’d won four battles. Long days and thousands of kilometers were behind them.

The might of the expeditionary force was without question. After four successive victories, morale was high, even condescending. Elysian soldiers were eager to crush the Conclave of Judgment, to strike fear into the hearts of their enemies in the wastelands.

In a contest of arms, morale was paramount. With it, victory could be earned before the first blow was struck. It sowed fear in the hearts of one’s enemy. Already, the momentum of Skycloud’s forces had dealt a major blow to the Conclave.

The Crimson One’s plan in luring the expeditionary force to the Northern Barrens was to contain the larger army and steal its advantage by virtue of the difficult terrain. He had not anticipated that General Skye would take such a dogged approach. Because the Elysian general had charged ahead, the Crimson One had not had the needed time to lay his ambush before the expeditionary force was in range.

It seemed inevitable that, in less than two weeks, the wastelands alliance would be no more. Or at least, so General Skye was convinced.

His half-lidded eyes gazed across the barrens toward the setting sun. Darkness was falling quickly. He couldn’t see the ships in the distance clearly, for at this distance, they only appeared as faint points of light slowly wafting through the air.

It would be the last great fight of his life.

No matter how mighty his name rang in the halls of power, no matter how great his former accolades and singular ability, even this proud lion of a man must bow his proud head before the march of time. He wasn’t bothered, though. It was a fine period to the story of his service. Then, when it was over, he could spend his final days teaching the next generation to follow in his footsteps.

“General!” Roc hurried to his side. “The representatives of the Governor and High Priest.”

Skye turned his head and was greeted by two shimmering white figures entering the bridge. He had to acknowledge the majestic sight these two conveyed.

Frost de Winter reminded everyone of a young Arcturus Cloude. He wasn’t the strongest of the new generation of leaders, but he was, by far, the most dedicated to his cause. Selene Cloude, who had entered with him, was named Apostle of the Temple and bore the inheritance of her illustrious father. She held a position of tremendous respect, bore astonishing power, and was destined for a future just as bright as Arcturus’s chosen.

Skye felt strange when he looked at them, but it was a strange sensation he could recognize. It was like he was staring at the peak of a glacier rising from the ocean. He couldn’t tell what lay beneath the surface, though what emerged was spectacular to behold.

A contingent of perhaps a dozen of the Cloude family’s best demon hunters was arrayed behind Frost. Selene’s entourage was equally pretentious, sporting a squad of Templars along with their Grand Prior himself. He stood like a sentinel just to her side, hand on his sword. The display was a poignant display of how important Selene was in the eyes of the High Priest.

Skye looked them over for a moment before speaking. “I called you both here to tell you the wastelands alliance’s lair has been discovered. We have a high degree of confidence that they are located in a place called Fallowmoor.”

What an interesting name for a settlement. No one present had heard of it before.

Frost’s brows furrowed. “What’s so unique about this place?”

“Fallowmoor is one of the largest cities in the Northern Barrens.” Skye went on to give some more general information about it. “It is very famous but also mysterious. Few have ever laid eyes on the place.”

That took them by surprise. If the city was so famous, how could so few people have seen it?

Skye explained, “Ten years ago, I tried to gather as much information I could about Fallowmoor, but every scouting party I sent went missing. No one from any of those missions survived. Unless I’m mistaken, Fallowmoor is a place like Woodland Vale in that it is a sealed location nearly impossible to break into.”

“What are you saying, General?”

“I don’t know what sort of dangers we’ll encounter when we get there. Since you aren’t part of the expeditionary forces, I am giving you the option of remaining outside of Fallowmoor while we make our assault.”

Skye’s invitation to the two young folk turned out to be a disclaimer.

Frost’s answer was immediate and without question. “I am here under orders to destroy any traitors to Skycloud. With a decisive battle on the horizon, how can you expect me to stand aside? The mere suggestion is a display of contempt, General.”

Selene glanced at Frost, noting his incredulous bearing. She didn’t say anything. The fervent light of anticipation in her eyes was enough to show that she had no intention following his suggestion. She had to be a part of this fight.

It was Phain who spoke in her stead. “Our duty lies in cutting down blasphemers and traitors!”

Skye was not perturbed by their zeal. “Very well. That being the case, prepare yourselves. My orders are being disseminated at once. Our target is in our grasp. Tomorrow, we end this.” The battle was about to begin! Everyone felt the excitement rising.

Lumbering ships hovered across the rolling mountain ranges. The next day, they arrived at the staging area.

Below them was a blasted landscape that looked as though it had been ravaged by a shower of meteors. The mountains here were shattered, and enormous craters could be seen peppering the ground. Ancient ruins decayed at the lips of these craters and the fallen sides of the mountain range. The building foundations were in triangular, square, and round shapes – all manner of ancient styles.

Among the strange architecture were also piles of scientific detritus, left over from ancient times. They were watched over by crumbling statues and other art installations. Obviously, it was home to a huge number of wastelanders. From their elevated vantage, they could even see scraggly orchards and farmsteads. An array of colorful flags sprouted from every corner of the settlement.

That was when a deafening blast reached them. Denizens of this settlement looked up in fear as the thunderous sound rolled across their city.

A sea of airships swept into view. When in the life of a wastelander could they witness such a thing? Luckily for them, Skye did not have the interest or time to wipe their homes from existence. The Elysian warships continued forward.

Everything about this place – from the mountains to the fields to the valleys – all of it was strange. Ancient towers jutted from the barren mountainsides, or perhaps they were the remains of ancient ships that had crashed into the range. Whatever the case, it didn’t look like anyone was living there. Rather, they had existed for a very long time. They were all connected at various levels by something, giving it a very messy and haphazard appearance.

Clearly, many wastelander groups had made this their home. The first impression it gave to these visiting Elysians was disorder. As they flew further across the city, a black line appeared in the distance.

It looked like a collection of ominous storm clouds, and from time to time, a flash of lightning peeked through. At first glance, it looked like they would be fighting in a downpour.

But, there were never any storms like that in the wastelands! Anomalies like this often came with trouble, so the soldiers of the expeditionary force were immediately on alert.

As they took a closer look, they saw that the scale and thickness of that black cloud were extraordinary. No, it wasn’t a cloud – it was an absolutely enormous sandstorm.

Incredible volumes of sand and dust had been kicked into the air and were heading their way in a roaring gust. It easily covered several kilometers and rose at least a thousand meters high. The cresting winds were not merely carrying sand either. Massive boulders and bits of debris from the surrounding ruins could be seen whipping in sand-choked eddies. Stones and concrete that weighed several tons wafted in the hurricane-force winds as though they were as light as a feather.

What a horrifying sight. No normal storm was capable of this! From what they felt on approach, dangerous winds like this were rare in this part of the Barrens.

Were one capable of seeing its whole scale from above, one would be astonished by how much the sandstorm covered. The whole thing spun around an eye like an enormous vortex. While it didn’t move, it also wasn’t weakening. On the contrary, the longer one watched, the more it appeared to be picking up speed.

Elysians, for all the miracles they’d seen, had never witnessed anything like this.

However, Selene Cloude had traversed the wastelands for five years and had learned more in that time than most demon hunters ever did. When her cold eyes caught sight of what lay before them, she knew what they were looking at.

It was a dimensional fold.

Dimensional folds were areas where two places existed in the same physical space simultaneously. Some sort of interference force combined two worlds and created incredible scenes like this one. One of the ways she could tell was the huge amount and massive size of the debris in the cloud. Dimensional folds created a field of near weightlessness around them.

Something like this may very well have been the cataclysm that destroyed the human race thousands of years ago. The cataclysm changed the world and the lives of all who lived in it. Although over the years, most of these anomalies had faded, there were still pockets of them out in the wastes, boundaries where dimensions collided.

As one could imagine, areas like these were phenomenally dangerous. No one could know what awaited them once they crossed the barrier. Could it be that the city they sought was inside that cloud of dust? What a terrifying and astonishing thing to contemplate!

They were just getting their heads around the spectacular scene when a host of hulking black figures began to emerge from the sandstorm. Ships, a whole fleet of them, one after another.

“Attention!”

“Enemies approaching!”


56 / Decisive Engagement


The Conclave of Judgment’s establishment was done by and around the Crimson Church. In doing so, it absorbed many powerful organizations. Some of these were Seeker organizations with the knowledge and resources to create. While they could not rival the Dark Atom individually, together they were much stronger than the old terrorist organization.

In regard to weaponry, the Crimson One’s coalition would surely have more weapons than the Dark Atom. He also called back all his agents from around the wastelands back to defend them. For all intents and purposes, now was when the real fight between the expeditionary force and the Conclave of Judgment began.

All manner of grotesque, patchwork airships were spat from the sandstorm. Their numbers were hard to fathom, a hundred at least with more coming. The ancient and repurposed war machines that had been affixed to them sparked to life in preparation.

The Conclave’s first offensive began. Hundreds of eye-stabbing lights shot from the choking dust.

Projectiles were hurled towards the Elysian warships from cannons big and small. Streaks of angry fire were left in their wake as missiles and other deadly weapons streaked across the sky. They started pummeling the invaders with tremendous speed and force.

“Overconfident,” Skye muttered with a cold glint in his eye. “Aegis!”

The warships rearranged themselves into a defensive position. One ship, perhaps a hundred and fifty meters in length, took the fore while the rest arrayed themselves in an orderly fashion behind. They streamed towards the enemy in a semicircular formation.

All the energy of the formation was funneled into Aegis and its enormous shield.

This matrix of ships provided a huge amount of energy to the shields, expanding it to massive proportions – easily large enough to protect the entire formation. As the missiles and other projectiles struck it, the shield shimmered but held. No Elysian ships were harmed by the enemy’s opening salvo.

Skycloud’s warriors stood fast on the decks, watching as the missiles blew apart against the shield like raindrops on a windowpane.

The din was terrifying, but for all its fire and fury, it produced no effect. The fleet remained protected in their advance behind the shield so that even an errant gust of wind couldn’t squeeze through.

However, the Conclave’s offensive was by no means weak. They fired enough artillery at them to level an entire city! And yet, against the thousands of ships coming for them, this effort from the wastelands alliance was as effective as a mayfly trying to topple a willow.

Energy from dozens of ships was what powered the shield protecting them. By all appearances, no weapon the wastelanders possessed could overcome it. Even if one or two did manage to slip past, one missile was hardly more than a tickle to the Elysian warships. After all, each individual ship had its own shield as well.

It was an expensive use of weapons and artillery only to produce nothing of value.

On the contrary, it only bolstered the morale of the Elysian troops. Yet, a problem emerged.

Wastelander ships could fire missiles at vast distances, but the Elysian ships relied on beams from their energy towers. The benefit of their energy weapons was that they were intensely powerful, but they weakened quickly the further from the source they traveled.

So long as the Conclave’s vessels remained out of range, they could continue to pummel the expeditionary force without fear of reprisal.

Now, the Crimson One was the leader of this rabble, and their forces were almost certainly commanded by the Giants of Hell’s Army. Before he was the Crimson One, Sterling Cloude was a formidable commander. He and his lieutenants knew their strengths and weaknesses and, thus, the fact that their enemy could be whittled away by a prolonged, long-range assault.

Ten days of chasing the Conclave through the Barrens had already taken its toll on the expeditionary force. They would need everything they had to win a full-on engagement. So long as the Conclave had enough bullets, there was a chance they could win this war through attrition.

All the while, the expeditionary force advanced. The wastelander ships retreated to maintain distance. Conclave forces used the sandstorm to their advantage, peeking out to fire their weapons and then darting from view.

The sky was alive with balls of fire.

Before long, the expeditionary force was closing in on the edge of the sandstorm. A few meters more and they would delve into unknown territory. No one knew what waited for them on the other side of these churning black clouds.

General Skye faced a dilemma: charge ahead into Fallowmoor and whatever perils awaited them or retreat and wait to be blown to pieces.

“When did the Crimson One become such a coward?” Skye paid no mind to their impotent attacks, but he knew the engagement had to be finished quickly. The longer it dragged on, the more danger they were in. It was time the wastelanders felt a little pain so that they knew just what sort of enemy Skycloud was. “God Spear!”

Once again, the Elysian ships adjusted formation. A unique ship slipped to the front.

God’s Spear wasn’t a big ship. Its most immediate difference was that its hull was gold instead of the typical white of other warships. It was not ornately carved either but rather etched with strange runes in a series of loops.

Several nearby ships activated their energy pylons and directed their payload to God’s Spear. They appeared as streaks of white light that shone upon the golden ship. God’s Spear gathered them all together and then fired a beam of light that was as thick as a barrel.

It fired across ten thousand meters in an instant!

As its name implied, the attack was like a spear of pure energy. It cut through the sky, scattered the flames, and parted the black clouds in its way. Any wastelander vessel caught in its path was immediately destroyed – blown into pieces no bigger than a man’s fist.

What incredible, frightening power! Certainly worthy of its name, the Spear of the Gods!

After the stunning blast, the Conclave’s offensive slowed. Its fleet pulled further into the cloud cover so that the Elysians were left with fewer targets.

A second spear came. Then, a third and a fourth! Each time the golden streaks of light erupted from the Elysian armada, oblivion rained upon the wastelanders. They couldn’t escape it, nor could they survive a direct hit. The fury it delivered shook the pillars of heaven and shook the foundations of the earth. It was indomitable like the will of death given form.

Roc called out, “The enemy is almost routed. We should launch a full attack!”

“Don’t rush!” Skye called for their fervent hearts to cool. “Send the first and second battle groups first.”

Clusters of ships broke off from either side of the main armada, sixty to seventy vessels in all. Each one was roughly eighty to ninety meters in length. All told, it constituted maybe a tenth of the expeditionary forces’ full strength.

Under cover of the massive shield and God Spear, the two battle groups advanced on the enemy.

These ships were carved with delicate frescos, and their hulls were as white as jade, exquisite beyond compare. The energy pylons jutting from their decks gleamed dangerously, giving power to their weapons and shields. They formed up in a semicircle around Aegis and God Spear and pushed forward all together.

Each ship was encased in a hazy shell of white light. Enemy missiles continued to assail them, but all were destroyed before getting within ten meters of their target. Aegis’s defenses continued to protect them. Meanwhile, God Spear proceeded to punish the enemy forces with its main weapon.

General Skye’s superb tactics were on full display. No one questioned why he had held the post of Commander-in-Chief for all these years. Under his astute direction, the expeditionary force was adaptable and dynamic. It was destructive and defensible, moving ahead and falling back when appropriate. In a word, his command was impeccable.

“Kill them!”

The vanguard began its attack. All of their pylons sparked to full power as they plunged into the darkness.

The world was engulfed in black clouds. Shadows, faint silhouettes. All around them were the ruins of ancient buildings and shattered mountains. Some were pieces of warships blasted apart by God Spear.

What made it dangerous was the fact that nothing was falling. The massive, jagged chunks of rock and burning detritus simply hung in the air all around. Once the Elysian ships crossed the black cloud border, everything immediately felt weightless. The swirling gusts threatened to sweep them away in a current.

The black clouds were created by the cracks between realities. Here, gravity and the laws of physics struggled to maintain control. The battle group officers took all relevant measures to retake control, and the warships regained some measure of stability. However, as their forward charge continued, a flood of debris came roaring their way through the dark.

The rocks and other debris numbered in the thousands and hung in the air like meteors. At present, they were slowly converging on the ships’ positions.

Of course, rocks would normally not be a concern for Elysian shields. However, close inspection revealed that these rocks shone with a faint glow.

“It’s a trap!”

Here among the rocks and dark clouds, the wastelander forces had only feigned disarray to lure them in. Now that the Elysian ships were in inhospitable and disadvantageous territory, the enemy reemerged and began to fire their weapons once more.

They no longer cared about maintaining their range advantage. They were now prepared to go head-to-head with the Elysians in a full-on melee. It was likely they hoped to break through the ships’ shields and board the enemy vessels. But, that was much easier said than done.

Even if they managed to slip past God Spear’s attacks, the battle group ships were strong on their own. Energy sparked as it traveled up their pylons, condensing at the top, before firing off as bolts of lightning through the dark clouds. Fire and lightning flashed as the opposing sides engaged a hundred meters apart.

Elysian warships cleaved through their foes with energy blasts that were as keen as swords. It was almost laughably easy for them to blast the inferior wastelander ships to pieces. They were simply too weak!

They couldn’t even handle a single attack! It was as expected, for these were god-given weapons of war. How could wastelanders and their vain reliance on science protect them from the might of the gods?

Rocks floated closer from the darkness, seemingly attracted to the Elysian ships like magnets. The closer they got, the faster they became.

Boom! Boom-boom! Boom!

Plumes of fire briefly lit up the darkness! When the rocks collided with the ships, they detonated, spewing fire across their shields.

The Elysian vanguard was lost in a world of fire, smoke, and thunderous impacts. The “stones” that hung in the air here were mines, strategically placed by the wastelander forces. Using the weightlessness that was part of this place, they arranged them as a floating minefield so that anything that tried to pass would be blown apart.

It worked. Several ships saw their shields fail as a number of mines overpowered the pylons. The beautiful Elysian ships started to see their hulls damaged. It wasn’t critical damage by any means, but for the first time since the start of this fight, the wastelanders were making a dent.

“Worthless heathens!”

More shields were starting to fall.

One by one, wastelander ships swooped in to try and board them heedless of the danger. The soldiers scrambled onto the ships, clad in explosive vests. They were determined to eliminate this Elysian threat even if it meant they would have to blow themselves up in the process.

It didn’t take long. Several were rocked by explosions and listed to one side before becoming just another hunk of debris in the darkness.

Their bitter war continued with both sides desperately trying to inflict as much death on the other as they could. A mutual, burning fervor overtook them that promised mutual destruction.

Although it was difficult to see through the black clouds, General Skye sensed that his vanguard had been stopped. He ordered a second and third group to advance as well.

It didn’t matter how many ships they had hiding in that hellish cloud. None of their tricks and machinations were enough to stop them! They had to find Fallowmoor and destroy the heart of the Conclave of Judgment!

Destruction and victory! At all costs!

When General Skye felt that it was time, he called the next order, “All ships, full attack!”

Dozens of glimmering white ships lurched back into motion. With no intention of turning back, they plunged into the darkness, a host of shining stars in defiance of the encroaching night.


57 / Between the Hammer and Anvil


General Skye’s body blazed with golden light as he rose into the air and shot off into the clouds by himself. Each step in midair caused a small explosion, propelling him forward. After a few steps, he was moving faster than a bullet. Abandoning the ships, he took the lead as they charged into the fight.

“What the fuck is that?!”

“Quick! Stop him!”

Wastelanders stared in open shock at the figure cloaked in golden light that was coming their way. Several heavy machine guns swiveled around. Skye was only several hundred meters away when they spun up and started to spray a cloud of bullets towards him.

He neither dodged nor blocked the thumb-sized bullets. Dozens of bullets struck him every second, each fired with such velocity that it would punch right through an iron plate. Sparks flew off the general from head to toe, but not so much as a scratch appeared on him.

Three missiles locked on him and rammed into his superhuman body. The air shuddered from the explosions, and three angry balls of fire appeared. Choking smoke joined the black clouds all around. Another heavy cannon fired into the aftermath for good measure.

Still, General Skye was unharmed. The pervasive golden aura hadn’t even dimmed and, in fact, burned brighter than before. Nor was his forward momentum affected at all. Screaming through the air, he sped up to catch the wastelander airships harassing him.

Two times the speed of sound.

Three times.

Four times!

He raced past one of the suspended rocks, a fragment easily hundreds of tons in weight. His passage was like an enormous hammer that first cracked the rock and then caused it to detonate into a hundred thousand fragments. Finger-sized pieces shot off in all directions as deadly shrapnel.

Skye had reached top speed. The wastelanders and their heavy weapons were no threat to him. His body was stronger than tungsten alloy that neither bullet nor missile could pierce!

His blazing golden figure loomed large in the wide eyes of the wastelanders as he collided with their ship. He punched through the fore and, half a breath later, emerged from the aft. It didn’t matter what materials they used in its haphazard construction, he tore through it all as easily as breaking the surface of a lake. A series of explosions and raging fires followed, belching from the holes he’d created. In the end, the entire ship detonated, reducing it to burning scrap.

Concussive force from the ship’s explosion caused the air to visibly ripple. Skye used its momentum to fire him even faster towards his second target.

He shot right through it, same as the first.

On the other side, his calloused hands latched onto another piece of debris that would have weighed several tons in the outside world. He handled it like a baseball and flung the chunk of rock towards a third ship. The two collided and destroyed one another.

“Hahahaha! Line them up, knock them down! Defeated in one shot!” Skye hovered in the ominous space between dimensions, filling it with his booming laughter. “Is this the best you got? And still, you hide, Crimson Fool! Are you waiting for me to kill all of your little playmates before you have the courage to show your face?”

The old man’s hearty laugh was dark and demeaning. Something in it made his taunts loud enough to drown out the sounds of war surrounding him.

One among the Giants of Hell’s Army – Dumont Cenhelm – possessed armor with much the same effect as Skye. While it gathered energy and could break through barriers like the old general, it wasn’t anywhere near as potent. Anyway, Skye Polaris could use no relics. The calamitous damage he was doing to the Conclave’s forces was done with his physical strength alone.

So far, he’d eliminated three warships on his own and hadn’t even been scratched. Wastelander forces began to retreat in a panic.

By then, the main body of the expeditionary forces had begun to catch up. Since the Crimson One had not entered the fight, Skye returned to the bridge of his ship. The armor worn ostensibly to protect him was in tatters, but it was actually mostly just for show. The skin beneath had an unnatural sheen to it, and in an astonishing display, he hadn’t even been bruised.

However, his chest did rise and fall as he fought for breath. The dramatic and frightening display had been exhausting. He did a good job hiding it, but age was still taking its toll.

The Conclave had raced back here as quickly as they could, but Skye had been merciless in giving chase. Fighters from the wastelands alliance hadn’t the time they needed to properly prepare. However, there were still countless mines hovering in the darkness disguised as rocks. Dark terrain and trickery made them hard to spot, and if enough of them latched to a single target, they could destroy even the hardy Elysian ships.

However, a ploy like this wasn’t enough to dissuade the expeditionary force.

Skye shouted his orders, “Attack, press the attack! Don’t give them any room to breathe!”

The General’s mad fury struck fear into the hearts of the wastelanders and kept them perpetually on the back foot. Their vanguard continued to press ahead while the main force kept a conservative distance behind. It was proof that while Skye fought with the ferocity of a lion, he was also measured. He knew how to hold a line.

Several hours passed as the Elysian armada punished the Crimson One’s followers. They pressed into the deepest parts of the dimensional rift. The air was thickest in this area with dust and debris. Skycloud’s ship captains could hardly see the other vessels in their formation, and progress was hard, but a short time later, an enormous outline began to appear.

It looked like an enormous oblong-shaped… ship? Judging by the outline alone, it looked bigger than a mountain.

The unusual structure was suspended in midair like everything else. Its surface was as black as ink with a metallic sheen. Its interior was completely hollow. One could faintly see lights and various fortifications.

No wonder they called it Fallowmoor. It hung here in the middle of a perpetual storm.

Incredible to think that deep in this dismal place, suspended high above the ground, was a titanic city. It was large enough that tens of thousands of people could live inside it easily. By what they could see, it had to be the greatest settlement in the whole of the wastelands.

Scores of airships hovered around Fallowmoor.

In addition, there were scores of rocks hundreds of meters across surrounding it, all of which had undergone some modifications. They had the ability to move, albeit clumsily, so that they could be arranged as needed in this weightless place. Each one was like a fortress.

Their interiors had been scooped out and manned with scores of soldiers and heavy weapons.

In addition, there were perhaps a hundred ships ready for battle and ten floating batteries with guns pointed into the clouds. Dozens of rocky forts floated among them with their rocket launchers jutting from craggy hollows. The space between the clouds and Fallowmoor was a no man’s land of assured destruction.

The Conclave’s more than ten thousand soldiers were ready to die here if needed. They maintained an airtight line of defense before the magnificent city.

In the distance, Skycloud’s vanguard slowed. Their main force caught up, and the two rejoined, facing off against the formidable wastelander defense.

“Have you run out of ideas, Crimson One? All of this struggle is pointless. You can’t keep the expeditionary force out!” Skye looked down his nose at the enemy’s battle array, sparing a look of ridicule for their soldiers who were ready to die for a foolish cause. “Victory is in sight,” he growled. “Take down the city with the Spear of the Gods!”

Elysian soldiers were taken aback by the ease of this whole expedition. Wasn’t this their target? The wastelanders had done nothing to protect their precious city. For all its mighty appearance, nothing could stop the Spear of the Gods. The city’s sleek black exterior could be twice as thick and it would mean nothing. By the time the wastelanders began their attack, Aegis and God’s Spear would already be prepared.

A dazzling spear of golden light pierced the dark, cloudy air. With a thunderous blast, it shot towards one of the floating fortresses. Fervent light gleamed in the eyes of the Elysians as they expected to witness righteous destruction. But, what they saw took them by surprise.

Just as the beam was about to disintegrate its target, it vanished. Gone, as though something had just swallowed it completely. Even General Skye was stunned by the display, for he’d seen things deflect the Spear of the Gods but never consume it.

Before he could puzzle out what was going on, those ships closest to Fallowmoor were smashed to pieces as though they’d been flung into a meat grinder. Hulls harder than tempered steel were shredded without reason, and a pulse of energy was flung out through the weightless expanse.

Soldiers were caught unawares and were flung from the deck, tumbling head over heels off into the cloudy distance.

No one had anticipated a counterattack like this. “What’s going on?!”

Everyone knew how hardy the hulls of Elysian ships were, so it was inconceivable that something would rip them apart so easily. Even other Elysian weapons couldn’t produce such terrible results.

Clearly, Fallowmoor was capable of more than its appearance would suggest.

This city in the clouds was definitely unique. While it wasn’t sealed away like Woodland Vale had been, the dimensional fold it had been constructed in was rife with unstable fractures. These tears were impossible to see with the naked eye, nor were there any methods they knew of to detect where they hid.

Because of the strange circumstance that forced these two dimensions together, those places where the barrier was weak produced horrific tearing force. It didn’t matter how tenacious the Elysians ships were once they collided with one. Reality tore them asunder in its effort to recompile some semblance of order.

The Conclave’s forces began their counteroffensive. Everything the Crimson One sacrificed was to lure the expeditionary force to this battlefield! Here, on home turf and among the mysteries of the rifts, they had a chance to defeat their Elysian pursuers!

Countless rock-mines assailed the Skycloud armada. Upon detonation, they sprayed plumes of wicked green fire onto the decks of their ships. Castigation fire was flung fire and wide by virtue of the weightless environment, making every single explosion a deadly threat to the whole fleet.

Outrage gripped General Skye when he realized what was happening. Their insolent counterattack came as he was trying to find a way around Fallowmoor’s supernatural defenses.

Roc scrambled over to him, breathlessly. “General, the situation is deteriorating. We have enemies approaching from the rear!”

“What?!” he said, eyes wide.

Skycloud’s expeditionary force was fully engaged with the main Conclave force in front of them. Suddenly, from behind came the sound of something fast coming their way. It was followed by the ominous crunch of artillery smashing into Elysian hulls. The sneak attack had caught them off guard, and so many of their rear vessels had been left unguarded with minimal protection.

Before Skye could react, ten of his ships were shot to pieces. He stared, stupefied, at the destruction. Where had such a vicious rear assault come from?

Whatever weapons were being used against them were more advanced than those being used by the Conclave. In addition to heat rays, there were also pulse weapons, gauss cannons, and more. Range, destructive capability, and precision were all far superior to what was available to the Crimson One’s men.

All at once, the expeditionary force was flung into confusion.

The surprises continued, for as they tried to focus on the attacks from behind, a host of mutant raptors descended from above. Gnashing beaks and tearing claws fell upon them from all sides. The screams of soldiers as they were ripped to ribbons mingled with the sound of high energy bursts and fiery explosions. Deadly threats enveloped the Elysians from all sides.

The Conclave of Judgment and the Dark Atom had colluded to trap them. It was the only answer.

After General Skye had ordered his ships to attack the Conclave in full force, that was when the Dark Atom made its move. Now, they were caught in a pincer with nowhere to go.


58 / Can't Afford To Lose


Whether against the Conclave of Judgment, the Dark Atom, or both, Skycloud’s expeditionary force was equipped to face the threat.

However, they now found themselves in a complicated and dangerous predicament.

Just as the Elysian forces were closing in on Fallowmoor and engaging the Conclave, a Dark Atom sneak attack took them by surprise from the rear. While their weapons were a force to be reckoned with, they were not as effective against a hoard of mutant birds, especially as they were skittering across the decks and attacking their soldiers.

It was clear that something was controlling these creatures. They came at the ships from below or from blind angles their weapons couldn’t reach. Nearby ships were prevented from helping, for if they turned their energy pylons on the birds, there was a risk they’d strike and damage fellow vessels.

For now, it was every man for himself. Soldiers poured out onto the decks with crossbows at the ready.

Meanwhile, Fallowmoor’s counterattack was in full swing. The floating fortresses and wastelander airships fired volleys of missiles and gunfire. Many of the ships would peek out to fire and then hide in the turbulent clouds behind Fallowmoor. Elysian weapons couldn’t get them through the floating city.

Boom!

One of the Elysian ships was rocked by a blast of blue energy from the Dark Atom fleet. It was a deadly and powerful particle cannon, and it shattered the vessel’s shield in one shot.

Once its protections were down, a salvo of missiles and other hard ordinance came screaming across the battlefield. With the particle beam doing most of the work, nothing stopped the missiles from crashing into the beautifully carved hull of the ship. Several large holes appeared, and ruined sections of the hull spun off into the foggy distance.

The Dark Atom’s large and ugly vessels were outfitted with very powerful weapons. They continued to punish the expeditionary force from behind. The beautiful Elysian ships were rocked, and their masterfully carved hulls cracked from the assault. Once the shields failed, those bloodthirsty animals waiting on the borders raced in to deal with the soldiers.

Hundreds, if not thousands, of Elysian soldiers were killed in short order. What had been a formidable battle array was scattered as the forces teetered on the verge of being completely routed. General Skye was furious, unable to believe things could change so dramatically in his enemy’s favor.

They needed to respond, to change the formation to fight on two fronts. Skye opened his mouth to give the order but was interrupted when a gust of sand swooped in front of the surrounding clouds. The sand squeezed tightly together into the form of a fist easily six stories tall. It savagely crashed into the side of his ship.

The sound was nearly deafening.

Cracks appeared in their shield from the impact. What’s more, the force of it caused them to list to one side and collide with another vessel in close formation. Its shields were already damaged in the initial strike. As it careened towards the other ship, dozens of figures leaped overboard in a panic.

Suddenly, a streak of brilliant sword light split the sky. The beam of light that seemed a thousand meters long had immediately cut a path clear.

Several dozen of the predatory birds were caught in it and floated away in two pieces each. The resplendent beam didn’t dim one bit as it cleaved the sandy fist in twain. It all happened so quickly like a comet streaking across the sky and immediately disappearing. Eventually, a figure gradually emerged from the aftermath.

It was a middle-aged man, roughly in his forties, with a refined countenance. He was the Grand Prior of the Templars, Phain Mist! Most likely, the only one in all of Skycloud City who could launch such an attack was him.

Phain remained hovering in the air with sword in hand and his brows furrowed. Though he’d cut the fist in half, he knew he hadn’t struck his real target. Cutting through the fist had felt like running his sword through water. There was hardly any resistance.

A host of angry screeching birds gathered around. In response, a dozen warriors in golden armor burst into action.

One among them was in white, as pure as snow and as beautiful as the morning sun as she charged to the fore. With two swipes from her sword, huge swaths of the birds were cut down.

Phain didn’t bother with the animals. His eyes squinted through the darkness as he searched for the real threat. He found it, but then, the sand from the giant fist was swirling around him like a tempest. As Phain felt the sand tearing at his skin, he realized the enemy’s next offensive had already been prepared.

The sand sucked back together into another fist. Phain was caught in its grip. Five sandy fingers clenched tightly around the Grand Prior’s body.

To most others, the crushing force would have reduced them to paste, but as they tightened, first one, then two, then three, four, five, ten – countless streaks of sword light flashed from the center of its palm. As the angry streaks blasted from their origin, the sandy fist was once again carved to pieces.

Phain reemerged with his sword held high. He was chased down by a dark blue blade without a handle.

The Grand Prior brought his sword before his chest and held it tightly with both hands. The enemy blade struck, and in the instant of their collision, he felt a power like no other wrack his body. Even with Phain’s strength, it took him time to recover.

What an incredible weapon! The sword seemed to contain infinite destructive capability!

Phain’s own sword was made specifically for him by the Temple. While it wasn’t a relic, its craftsmanship was unparalleled. Even a monster like Skye Polaris would find him a difficult foe with this weapon in hand. However, one blow from this strange blue sword had caused cracks to appear on its surface.

Another fist was birthed from that damn sand. Phain was too busy wrestling with the blue sword to deal with it.

Skye saw the trouble the Grand Prior was in. With angry eyes and a drawn face, he launched from the deck of his ship once again, streaking through the darkness like a bolt of white lightning. He kicked off one of the birds, causing it to explode into bloody chunks, and met the sandy fist with a punch of his own.

Compared to average men, Skye was nearly a giant. However, he was an ant when facing the fist of sand. It didn’t matter, for when Skye landed his punch, the fist was blasted apart once again.

He then turned around, reeled back, and delivered another thrust. This time, a burst of colorful energy swept through the eighty-year-old man’s body and out through his fist. It struck the blue hiltless sword and sent it spinning into the distance. He’d managed to deflect the terrible relic with his bare hands.

Neither Phain nor Skye said a word, but they shared a glance. Each intrinsically knew what was needed, and so, their work was divided. Phain raised his weapon and chased after the sword. Skye sought the origin of the sandy fists.

Phain found the swordmaster riding on the back of an enormous bird. Without waiting for his foe to recover, he sent a streak of cutting sword energy at his mount to cut it from under him.

He struck with incredible speed! The speed of his sword was so fast that few from Skycloud could protect themselves from it! Clearly, Phain’s title as Skycloud’s greatest swordsman was not given in vain!

At the same time, Skye had reached the source of the sand. Torrents of it were slithering through the air to form a sandy figure several meters tall. He would not give it a chance to fuse completely. He opened with a screaming punch!

A hole was blasted through the sand creature’s chest, and a dark figure was ejected from the other side. The old veteran gave chase without hesitation, following up with a strike that sent his enemy sailing through the darkness for a hundred meters.

The strike would have turned a rhinoceros to putty. Metal would be melted to slag from the friction alone.

But the enemy that Skye was now facing was no rhinoceros. The body of his foe was stronger than any metal known to the world of man. Abaddon was a demon, a powerful one. He was one of the most powerful demons on the face of the planet.

Demons were born with bodies of supernatural tenacity, strong enough to compare to the body Skye needed a lifetime to cultivate. The two creatures were evenly matched in that regard, so it would require tremendous destructive power just to wound him – and many wounds before Abaddon felt the effects.

“I figured it was you!” Skye fixed the demon with a cold stare. “All these years, you’ve been playing your games, slinking around the outskirts of Skycloud. Now, here you are, standing before me. Are you so bold to think no one from the holy lands can defeat you?”

“Hehehe, I am surprised that someone like you would recognize me.” Abaddon stared at Skye with a twisted smile. “I am nothing in the world of demons. For the mighty General Skye to know my name… it’s an honor.”

The demon’s words may have sounded like a compliment. In fact, they were anything but. Skye Polaris was likely one of the strongest humans in history. If Abaddon were so insignificant to his people, what did that mean for Skye? The disparities between their races and lifespans were vast.

As the saying goes — ‘the weakest runt of a camel litter was bigger than a horse’. Even the strongest ant in the world was no match to a dragon.
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Elsewhere, Wolfblade and Phain had begun their fight.

The Grand Prior opened with a forward thrust. Wolfblade’s relic swept by at the last moment to counter with a dozen rapid blows.

He didn’t stop the Templar leader flat out, but one of the blows did manage to knock Phain’s weapon away. Wolfblade’s aim was to shatter his weapon with the power of his superior relic, but to his surprise, the Temple-made sword remained intact. After several exchanges, Phain’s weapon was only chipped and bore a few cracks. It would take a while to break through it if Wolfblade chose to persist.

This new foe was even stronger than the last man who threatened him, Aegir Polaris.

A particularly sturdy blow caused Wolfblade’s relic to be flung aside. He was drained.

Free from opposition, Phain lifted his sword. Holy runes etched upon its surface glowed with righteous promise, and he released its power as a blast of energy. He brought it crashing down on the scholarly man, barring his path with the full intention of cleaving him in two.

However… As it descended, a flute went sailing across its path. It spun across his vision, and Phain’s eyes went wide with surprise as the golden light of his sword changed directions. It struck the flute instead, causing the instrument to be knocked away and dealing no further damage. A young pretty woman snatched the flute from the air.

Autumn sat sidesaddle on a crystalline dragon nearby. This child, not even twenty years old, had managed to single-handedly deflect his attack.

The demon Abaddon was difficult enough to contend with.

The Caliph of the Sands had been active in the wastelands for many years. This would be impossible if he relied on cunning alone. Back in the day when Sterling Cloude first became a Master Demon Hunter, he tracked the beast across the wastes, and they eventually came to blows. Abaddon emerged victorious, proving that the demon was not as weak as he liked others to believe.

Yet, Skye Polaris could manage to keep the demon busy on his own. However, if they added the young leader of Woodland Vale into this equation, the situation quickly became unmanageable.

Autumn, Wolfblade, and the others of the Dark Atom commanded strength far superior to a veteran demon hunter. Skye and Phain were simply not enough to stem such a terrible tide. What’s more, if Skye was busy protecting his soldiers from this threat, he had no way to command them in their war against the enemy.

They could not afford to lose coherent command, not at this key time.

Phain had not anticipated encountering an enemy this dangerous. After the girl had deflected his attack with nothing more than a flute, the Grand Prior knew he was no match for whatever she was. He was Grand Prior by default and could not fill the shoes of the War Saint who once held the title. It would still be some time before he could rise to such heights.

If Autumn were to come at him with all of her strength, he anticipated it would be over in thirty moves or fewer.

“Sir, we’re here to help!”

Several of his Templars floated up to meet them. Representatives of the Cloude family would not be upstaged either, so Frost and the demon hunters he’d brought with him took the field as well, just when they were needed.

Still, the circumstances were dire. All of the strongest fighters from the expeditionary force had been called to combat. Meanwhile, the Dark Atom warships were still closing in. The Crimson One and his lieutenants were yet to be seen.

They were cornered, pinched between the Dark Atom and the Conclave of Judgment. Before the sneak attack took them by surprise, there was easily a ninety percent chance the expeditionary force would emerge victorious. Now, the odds were fifty percent at best. Even if this war ended in an Elysian victory, the cost would be horrific to consider.

More ships were destroyed as the Dark Atom warships and their advanced weaponry drew within firing range. Airships and fortresses in front of Fallowmoor neutralized much of the Elysians’ forward firing power. Skye and Abaddon continued their contest of arms. If it kept up, disaster was the only feasible outcome.

Gods damn it! We can’t lose here!

In truth, Skycloud’s army was vast enough that they could suffer several defeats before crumbling. If Skye fell, Arcturus still remained. Ramiel and other hidden powerhouses were also ready to rise to the call.

But, Skye could not afford to lose. The pride of his family and the hope for its future rested on this battle. If he failed here, he risked the destruction of his family line.

As energy raced through him, the old War God’s beard and hair stood on end. His eyes were wide and bloodshot. Even if it meant the end of his life, he had to win this fight!


59 / Stirring Things Up


Cloudhawk watched the whole scene play out.

Outside the portholes, the world was a chaotic display of explosions and beams of light. The flames of this conflict painted the dark clouds an angry red, and everywhere they turned, they were met with disarray. Burning wreckage and hunks of shattered warships floated past, crisscrossing the horizon and striking the hull of their ship. All together, it was like a scene from a nightmare.

This was war. Real war.

None of them – not Barb, not Dawn, not even Cloudhawk had seen combat of this scale. The howling winds and burning skies made the world angry and inhospitable.

All around Fallowmoor was the enormous dust cloud that hid it from view. The perpetual storm restricted their field of vision as well as the many other airships that were locked in combat between them and the floating city. So, to the four of them furtively hiding in the ship’s bridge, all they could hear were the deafening explosions. They had no idea where they were coming from.

An order flashed across the screen: begin the attack!

The flagship relayed its commands to the rest of the wastelander fleet in this way. Pilots didn’t need to know where the enemy was or even required a visual. All the relevant data was provided on the screen. All they needed to do was comply. Since the area around Fallowmoor did not submit to the laws of gravity, the missiles fired from wastelander ships could travel much farther. This allowed them to keep a safe distance while still punishing the enemy with artillery fire.

Dawn’s face hardened in a look of anger. “Ahead is the home of the wastelands alliance, and the expeditionary forces have been trapped. These blasphemers are hoping to stab them in the back.”

She’d never seen anything like it. For the moment, she wasn’t sure how to react.

“After the Blisterpeaks, everyone was sure the Dark Atom would stay under their mountain and lick their wounds. Not even grandpa expected them to have a fleet like this. Even though the expeditionary force had the equipment to protect themselves, between the Conclave and the help from Woodland Vale, there are too many variables. They can’t handle it. We need to do something immediately!”

Barb was visibly nervous. How could she – an average demon hunter of no great importance – know how to react to a situation like this?

It was clear to everyone that the expeditionary force had found itself embroiled in a deadly plight. Without timely intervention, the consequences they faced would be dire.

“Old man, guard the bridge door and make sure no one gets in. The two of you, back me up.” Cloudhawk then smashed his fist through the control screen. “Activate all weapons and throw the engine wide open. Go, go, go!”

Because of the Heart-scry Thorn, Barb knew how to do all of that. She hurried to follow his orders.

Cloudhawk’s plans were not hard to guess. The women felt their hearts race. If they did this right, they stood to vastly change the tide of this war!

Barb shoved the throttle as far forward as it would go. “Engines at full power!”

Meanwhile, Dawn hurriedly unlocked the weapon systems. She was unfamiliar with these scientific constructs, so it took her a moment to get a handle on how to use them. But, she was very smart, so before long, she knew what to do.

“All weapon systems active!”

Everyone could feel the ship rumble beneath their feet as the engines roared.

The cast-iron sheets that made up the ship’s exterior were pulled back, revealing several dark cannons. One of them was different from the others – it was larger and more complicated. That was the airship’s main weapon, a pulse cannon of tremendous destructive force.

“Excellency! Energy storage at max capacity!”

“Weapons are ready!”

Both women nervously looked through the bridge’s windows. They were situated in the center of the enemy fleet, leaving them with a wealth of targets to choose from. Yet, the plethora of choices also made picking the most suitable one difficult. What’s more, the moment they took out one of them, their cover would be blown.

“It doesn’t matter, shoot somebody! Blow them to fuckin’ pieces!”

Cloudhawk didn’t even hesitate when pushing the launch button. Hundreds of shells were launched from the ship.

They weren’t all fired in one direction but were spread all over like deadly flower blossoms. In the next moment, five or six ships nearby were rocked by unexpected explosions. The pulse cannon shot a beam directly into the ass of another vessel right in front of them, blowing it to pieces.

The sound was deafening. Outside the grit-stained windows, the world was a sea of fire.

Cloudhawk’s ship was like a wild animal suddenly going rabid. The ships nearby were wholly unprepared, so several were rendered incapacitated from the attack. Many others were badly damaged.

Their ship continued to pick up speed like a wild horse trying to escape the lasso. It recklessly smashed into several ships as it pushed through the fleet towards the front. A large number of parts were left in its wake like discarded building blocks.

Such an expected scene quickly garnered everyone’s attention. Wastelanders on other vessels were all wide-eyed as they stared in disbelief.

“What the fuck?!”

“Who the hell is controlling that ship?!”

All of a sudden, the Dark Atom’s sneak attack was interrupted. Everyone scrambled furiously through the ships to try and get a handle on the situation. Now was the perfect opportunity for the Dark Atom to deliver a knockout blow to the Elysians. Fifteen minutes was all they needed to shoot down at least a hundred of those gaudy warships. If it didn’t rout the expeditionary forces outright, it would, at a minimum, be a crushing blow to their morale.

And just when the Dark Atom was licking their chops, the unthinkable happened. Even a brief delay was catastrophic to this well-laid plan!

Several messages were crackling through the radio system. Other ships were trying to figure out what the hell was going on. All went unanswered. By now, the Dark Atom leadership had to know that somehow, the enemy had gotten control of a ship.

“Destroy it!” Buzzard screeched the order and decided to handle it himself. “I’m going to take a look, see if I can’t figure out who the fuck is playing games with us.”

Coal and Greenscale decided to join him.

Two minutes and two more destroyed wastelander airships later…

At last, the Dark Atom ships pulled around to respond. Their cannons roared as heavy machine gun fire and missiles were spat at the traitorous vessel. Jagged, gaping holes appeared on the patchwork hull, each one hemorrhaging fire. On the bridge, sparks were flying from the control panels, and the acrid scent of burning electronics filled their nostrils.

Outside the bridge, it was an absolute mess. A group of Dark Atom soldiers had gathered and were trying to break through the door. The old drunk made quick work of them with his iron cane.

“Fire another round! Another!” Dawn’s face was red with excitement. She hammered on the control panel, blind to the danger that surrounded them. “Let me this time!”

BANG!

The pulse cannon fired another shot, causing the ship directly in front of them to immediately detonate.

Barb and Dawn whooped triumphantly.

However, Cloudhawk’s keen danger sense was filling the pit of his stomach with fear. He knew it wasn’t time to celebrate. “Good enough. Let’s get out of here!”

At that moment, the blast from a particle cannon struck. The shot was well placed, and their vessel split in two with a shuddering blast.

The bridge was devoured by fire.

Cloudhawk’s quick reaction allowed him to gather his small crew and teleport them a thousand meters away. They were floating out in the weightless place between dimensions as rocks and debris floated past. They didn’t stop. Jumping from one massive boulder to the next, they could see the lights of the expeditionary force in the distance.

“Kill them! Kill them all!”

A host of Dark Atom ships gave chase. Their left flank was aimed towards them, bristling with cannons and gun barrels.

Dark Atom agents were positioned behind heavy machine guns and opened fire when the four culprits swung into view. The bullets were deflected by the old drunk, who single-handedly knocked the spray of lead off-target by spinning his cane.

“Where do you think you’re going?!”

Their escape was cut off by the sudden arrival of Dark Atom agents. Greenscale’s burly form had completely switched to its bestial state.

Barb quickly deflected his opening attack with her exorcist rod. Buzzard and a handful of others were right on the shapeshifter’s heels.

Cloudhawk wrapped his fingers around Ardent Wrath and pulled it from his waist. He heaved it at Buzzard to keep him at bay. Engaging his mental energies, the broken sword suddenly flared to life and became a longsword of fire.

“Out of my way!” The angry flames reached for Buzzard’s face.

The Dark Atom lieutenant was protected by one of his lackeys. The formidable soldier lifted a sword to protect them, grossly underestimating Cloudhawk and his new weapon.

Ardent Wrath was not made up of physical energy, so using his sword to deflect the blow achieved nothing.

The flaming weapon slipped past the sword like it wasn’t there and burned through its bearer’s body. Where it passed, the flesh was immediately carbonized.

What an incredible relic! Cloudhawk was satisfied. He took the lead, Ardent Wrath held aloft, and cut down the next few Dark Atom agents who ran over to bar their escape. After several more soldiers had been killed, the rest were too afraid to draw near.

Except for one. Suddenly, a figure swept by to stop Cloudhawk’s advance. His scowl darkened, another asshole looking to die?! He stabbed towards the attacker’s face.

But when Cloudhawk raked the sword against the sturdy body before him, it didn’t have the same effect as it had on the soldiers before. In fact, his new opponent heaved an enormous fist to counterattack, which caught the physical half of Ardent Wrath and knocked the attack wide.

Cloudhawk reeled like he’d been struck by a cannonball. He felt his whole body shudder and ache. When he finally stopped to look at who delivered the punch, he recognized his opponent. It was Coal; his imposing figure hovered in the air before him.

No wonder Ardent Wrath hadn’t done anything. The mutants of Blisterpeak had a high tolerance for heat!

Coal also paused when he recognized his new foe. “You?”

Cloudhawk warily held his flame-spewing sword at his side. “Coal, it’s been a while. You’ve gotten a lot stronger. But, you still aren’t strong enough to stop me.”

His words caused the large mutant to hesitate. Not long ago, he considered the outsider a friend. Cloudhawk had even saved Coal’s life. His was a simple code of ethics: repay favors and punish slights. But, which one applied here?

Raising his hand against Cloudhawk was disrespecting a friend. But, if he let Cloudhawk leave, he would harm others. There were already many in the Dark Atom who disliked him. He was still struggling with the answer when someone dashed in to join them. The old drunk whipped a kick at Coal’s body.

Crisscrossed arms extended to deflect the attack, but he wasn’t expecting how much strength was behind the old man’s kick. It sent him tumbling head over heels through the clouds, ultimately smashing him into a distant boulder.

The drunk looked over his shoulder. “No time for chit-chat. If we don’t leave now, we aren’t going anywhere.”

“Do you not see me trying to do that?”

The phase stone around Cloudhawk’s neck shimmered. A flash and the four of them disappeared further into the dust storm.

Buzzard watched helplessly as his targets vanished from right under his nose. He was so furious that he could spit blood. Of course he recognized Cloudhawk. What he didn’t understand was why this shit stick was stirring up trouble just when they didn’t need it and what side the asshole was even on!


60 / Cutting Off the Head


The Dark Atom’s fleet switched focus. Skye Polaris used this breathing room to repel Abaddon’s attacks and retreat to his men. Grand Prior Phain returned to the ships as well, breaking off the fight with Wolfblade. Both armies withdrew and eyed each other warily.

Dark Atom agents suspected the Elysians would have some kind of backup plan but doubted they would be so thorough as to expect their sneak attack. From what they could gather, the whole Elysian armada was here, caught between them and the Conclave forces.

How could Skye have known what would come?

Whatever the case, their carefully planned rear assault on the Elysians had been cut short by unexpected treachery. It gave Skycloud’s soldiers the time they needed to restructure their formation and adopt a more defensible position.

Skye could breathe a little easier. It was then that a familiar voice caught his ear.

Cloudhawk, Dawn, and several others were racing his way.

“What the hell are you doing here?!”

“Grandfather, you should be thanking us. If Cloudhawk didn’t sneak us into the enemy side, our forces would be a much tougher position,” Dawn called to him, still exhilarated from their success. “Remember to write us a commendation when this is over!”

Skye was pretty damn sure he ordered his granddaughter to keep Cloudhawk back at base – the exact opposite of what she was doing now. Hell, she let him drag her out to the middle of a war zone!

Selene was just as surprised to see Cloudhawk suddenly appear among them. It seemed as though any time something big was happening, this guy was part of it. And a good thing too. Showing up gave the expeditionary forces a moment of respite to recalibrate the situation.

Cloudhawk briefly explained what happened that brought them here.

After days of searching on their way here, neither hair nor hide of Drake and his people had been found. Instead, the clues they followed led them to Skye and the main Elysian force. While he knew it was in violation of direct orders, he pointed out the obvious – that he’d saved their asses. So in the end, it was the right decision.

But this guy was just so damn impertinent! Didn’t he understand how dangerous this place was?

Were he a normal demon hunter, Cloudhawk would have died half a dozen times before they reached the front. Skye Polaris had decided that he was to be his son-in-law, and now, here he was caught between a flying fortress, a demon, a god, and two gods-damned armies. All of his plans for the future would go up in smoke if things went poorly.

If he paid so little heed to Skye’s orders now, how could he be expected to lead the whole family? And Dawn, always following his lead. What happened to the stubborn girl from the old days? What happened to the traditional fury he’d bred into the Polaris family?

Skye sputtered through his beard, ready to share a few barbed sentences with his future son-in-law. But then, his eyes swept over the others he’d brought with him.

A girl with short hair, she looked like a demon hunter. Skye could tell at a glance that she had the physicality of a martial artist, though. A shame that she’d chosen the road she did.

His eyes lingered on her for only a moment. When they fell on the old drunk, however, they narrowed, and he took a closer look. A man like him had surpassed the limits of normal human capabilities, and part of that was the ability to tell someone’s strength at a glance.

There was definitely more to this lame vagrant than what was on the surface.

His eyes traveled down to the cane clutched in his dirty hands. “Dawnguard? You’re...”

The drunk made no effort to conceal his identity. “It’s been a long time, elder.”

Skye had guessed his identity, and it struck him with a deep sense of astonishment. No one in Skycloud had heard from him in over six years. He’d been almost forgotten only to show up in the thick of battle. “It is you!”

It was disappointing to the drunk to meet Skye in this way. One of his sorest regrets in life was that he’d never been good enough to spar with the War God. Skye was a respected hero of the former generation, a mountain of a man. Vulkan’s greatest ambition had always been to conquer that mountain, but his fate had been decided — he would never succeed.

Phain was stunned. The expression on the middle-aged man’s face was conflicted. However, the other Templars with him were elated when they discovered who the old drunk was.

The War Saint held tremendous sway in the Temple, commanding even more respect than the two Oracles. He was only second to the High Priest himself, and to the Templars, he was a living legend.

Most of the training regimens used in the Temple were either designed or had been improved by him. If you said the War God’s achievements opened a door to new heights for humanity, then the War Saint cut down the brambles that barred the way.

Both men had left bold marks on the annals of human history. But, one was old, and the other was a recluse. Time was cruel, and heroes were fleeting – a true shame.

The old drunk was Phain’s senior and former commander. Logic would lead one to believe he would share the other Templar’s excitement at seeing him again. But, that was not the case, or at least not entirely. A keen eye might see the veiled resentment in his eyes.

Perhaps the drunk did, because he spoke next to the new Grand Prior. “You display good progress. In another three to five years, the position of Grand Prior will have an honorable bearer. I can stop worrying then.”

Phain said nothing. He didn’t need to. Vulkan saw it for himself.

In truth, Phain had not led a charmed life either. The person Vulkan had failed the most was the same person Phain cherished most deeply. Inevitably, there was some estrangement between the two men, a chasm that was likely insurmountable.

“I can’t explain what happened with Jade, but I can see you still hold on to it – even to your detriment.” The drunk spread his arms, exposing his chest. “I know you hate me. If you wish to solve it with a sword to my chest, then get it over with. I won’t raise a hand to stop you.”

Everyone else watched the exchange in surprised silence. The former Grand Prior and his successor stood eye-to-eye in a tense stand-off. What could have happened between them?

Phain’s hand tightened on the hilt of his sword. “Who is her murderer?” he managed to ask through clenched teeth.

The vagrant did not reply. His answer would only hurt more people. Better to have it end with one death.

“Hey, are you two assholes done? We’re kind of in the middle of a fuckin’ war, so maybe air your shit out later.” Cloudhawk didn’t understand what their problem was, but he didn’t care. He left it at that and turned to General Skye. “Gramps, I think I’ve got a grip on what’s happening here. The sneak attack was orchestrated by the Dark Atom, who is in league with Woodland Vale. They’ve coordinated with the wastelands alliance with the intent of smashing Skycloud’s army here.”

The only thing Skye was surprised to learn was that Woodland Vale had decided to join the fight. Hadn’t Cloudhawk’s efforts stopped the Vale from falling into wastelander hands? What reason did they have for getting involved in this fight?

“Right now, we’re caught on both flanks. It’s just as deadly to push forward as it is to retreat. This fight is destined for a deadlock, and everyone’s going to suffer badly no matter who wins.” Cloudhawk was the sort who hated trouble, but his experience over the last few years had taught him that sometimes, trouble was unavoidable. Sometimes, the only thing you could do was try to avoid more problems. With that in mind, he went on, “Far as I see it, caught in this trap, we have one option: deal with the Crimson One and destroy that floating city. Then, the wastelands alliance will collapse under its own weight.”

Skye understood the tactical thinking. “You plan to head in and kill the Crimson One.”

Dawn was immediately keen on the idea and voiced her support without a second thought.

However, Skye was less enthusiastic. “Just this group? Unacceptable!”

It was then that Selene’s cold but determined voice interjected. “I will go with them.”

Dawn’s hostile gaze turned on her. “Hey, crazy, who’s asking for your input? Cloudhawk, the drunk, and I are more than enough to deal with that has-been. You’d just get in the way!”

Selene’s brows slowly drew together in a scowl. She didn’t say anything, but the loathing in her eyes was unmistakable. It was a look that said “I could cut all five of you to ribbons.” If it weren’t for their time-sensitive situation, she would have happily taught this arrogant bitch a lesson.

Even with her offer, General Skye was still intractable. “I fought the Crimson One not very long ago. I know what he can do, and you lot will just be throwing your lives away.”

The drunk was once a legendary warrior, but now, he simply didn’t have what was needed to best Sterling. After all, the Crimson One was no typical foe. He was a Master Demon Hunter, and the organization he led commanded many formidable enemies. Wyrmsole and the Giants of Hell’s Army were deadly on their own merits, and who could say what other dangerous wastelanders were lurking in their midst? Furthermore, they were proposing to take the fight onto the enemy’s home turf. Any way you looked at it, the plan was a bad one.

“Fallowmoor is locked up tight, and the Crimson One presides over many deadly allies. The General is right. Even with Selene, you cannot succeed.” The dark assurances were delivered by a cold and dispassionate voice. They were joined by a heroic figure in resplendent white armor. “Clay and I shall accompany them.”

Frost de Winter was a mighty ally in and of himself. As for “Clay”? It was a name Cloudhawk recognized. He’d met him once, years ago.

It was shortly after entering Skycloud City for the first time. His… trouble with the Governor led to a banquet where the two tried to air out their grievances. Clay Cloude had been the man who greeted them. He was known as the steward of the Governor’s mansion at the time.

Cloudhawk had picked up on the fact that the smiley butler was more than just a house man. Later, while gathering data as part of his training in Hell’s Valley, he had learned more about the Cloude family. In that data, he discovered that Clay was quite strong – actually much stronger than Arcturus’s personal manservant, Augustus.

His help would likely make their mission go much smoother. But, the prospect made the situation even less palatable for Dawn. What a pain! Now, there were two people she hated on their team.

Cloudhawk, Dawn, Selene, Frost, an old drunk, and the Cloude family butler. If it was just the Crimson One they faced, this team would be passable even if he was a Master Demon Hunter.

But, it wasn’t that simple. The Crimson One wouldn’t be stupid enough to fight them alone. The mission they proposed was still very dangerous.

Neither Skye nor Phain could afford to join them, and anyone else who could aid the effort was needed on the front lines. But despite his misgivings, Skye knew that the expeditionary force had no choice. If they wanted to emerge victorious, they had to take the risk. The leader of the wastelands alliance had to die.

General Skye hesitated for a moment and then agreed with a sigh of resignation. “Fallowmoor is a dangerous place. Be careful. Mr. Ink, go with them.”

Little was known about Skye’s right-hand man except that he was stronger than most suspected.

Mr. Ink’s job was clearly to watch over Cloudhawk and Dawn. At least those two had to make it out alive.

Skye’s loyal servant nodded and went with them without a word.

So it was that Cloudhawk came to lead a strong selection of fighters bound for the belly of the proverbial beast. Their assassination squad comprised of him, Dawn, Selene, Frost, Vulkan, Barb, Clay, and Mr. Ink.

The strangely turbulent area around Fallowmoor did not trouble Cloudhawk, not with his abilities. He used his dimensional powers through the phase stone to pinpoint where the dangerous rifts resided. It allowed him to lead their team safely towards their objective and infiltrate it. Shortly after, the armies regrouped and renewed their bloody war.


61 / Intrusion


Fallowmoor was a strange and enigmatic wastelander city. It was a gloomy shadow hovering over the dark landscape below, which was the source of its ominous name. From the outside, Fallowmoor looked like a titanic, floating black mountain. Upon closer inspection, however, this proved to be misleading.

First and foremost, its surface gleamed with a metallic luster even in the dim light of the constant sandstorm. Its outer shell was separate from the interior and spun according to the influence of the hurricane outside. The centrifugal force created by this movement provided artificial gravity for the city’s interior, and the constant motion powered electric generators.

This place was obviously not natural or even created by wastelander hands. It wasn’t even from this era.

Fallowmoor had to be some kind of ancient mothership created by an ancient man. A spaceport, perhaps, packed with technology far beyond the ken of modern humans. Inside, all of the buildings and farmland were built on the walls where there was enough space to grow produce and live their lives. The center was crisscrossed with tunnels and lanes for travel. All told, it was a complex structure completely closed to the outside. Invaders would find it impossible to find a way inside, and it was practically unheard of for those inside to venture out.

In addition, there were a number of floating fortresses built into rocks suspended all around the city.

The environment it occupied was dangerous and unpredictable. There were no instruments that could tell outsiders where the deadly dimensional tears were located or where they moved to. As such, they were a natural defense system for the city – insomuch as dimensional tears were “natural.” It was no exaggeration to claim Fallowmoor was the most secure city in the whole of the wastelands.

Inside sat the Crimson One, his eyes closed in meditation. Toad and Canker stood at his side.

Brief was the time since these two proud mutants chose to join with the Master Demon Hunter of bygone days. They paid him all due respect, for he was, after all, one of the greatest demon hunters of his time. In the wastelands, strength was respected, and he was incredibly strong. What’s more, he had the intelligence and experience that wastelander leaders lacked.

Simply put, they needed a man like him to give them structure and guidance.

Both mutants had ambitions for power, but they were not fools. They saw the situation between the wastelands and Skycloud and recognized that they did not have the clout or resources to lead a war against the Elysians. Only a man like the Crimson One could do that.

The Crimson One had faced much in a short period of time. His son, Adder, had been slain in the bowels of Woodland Vale. No matter how many years passed, that pain would remain with him forever.

As a father, he and his son had little interaction. In fact, they’d seen one another only a handful of times in the years since they absconded to the wastes. They had been alike in many ways as one might expect. Most notably, each was strong in ability and personality but famously tight-lipped about their emotions. Whether to friends, enemies, or loved ones, they always kept their thoughts hidden like a wide river running deep below the surface. On the surface, one would never know, but deep inside, the waters raged.

When word of his son’s death reached the Crimson One, his expression had been indifferent. He revealed neither pain at the loss of his boy nor hatred for the ones who killed him. He was as unreadable as a mountain face.

However, subtle clues betrayed his stoic facade. The priest’s salt and pepper hair was grayer now, but he let nothing else show. It was as though the man who had been blown apart in the Vale was not his son at all, just some stranger who’d died for the cause.

Toad and Canker shifted uncomfortably beside the man. They felt it. This silence was terrible.

There were some people who, when encountering the difficulties of life, did not kick and scream and pull their hair, nor did they sink into depression and let the world overwhelm them. To these people, pain was a source of power. The more hardships they faced, the stronger they became. These were the types of people others called “powerful.”

Natessa Windham walked into the chamber. Even a woman as wild and independent as her showed true respect when before the Crimson One. She offered a slight bow. “The situation outside has stabilized. For the time being, there is no way for the expeditionary forces to break free from the fight.”

Lines at the edges of the Crimson One’s eyes deepened for a moment. “How do you expect this will play out?”

“Skycloud’s forces responded quickly, forcing us to organize only half of our strength to mount a defense. We didn’t have the time we needed to properly prepare.” Natessa had obviously been caught off guard with the speed and efficiency of the expeditionary forces. “Luckily, the Dark Atom fleet caught them by surprise with a rear sneak attack. Their timing was impeccable. Otherwise, we would have been hard-pressed to fend off Skye’s attack. For now, we must hold the lines and wait for reinforcements.”

It was clear how much pressure the Dark Atom’s surprise assault had laid on the shoulders of the Elysians.

If current circumstances continued, then the devastation to all sides would be frightening to behold. However, the Elysians had the numbers to lose many such battles whereas the wastelands couldn’t afford one. Everyone was painfully aware of the fact. Skycloud still had a second and third division ready to take up arms. The Conclave didn’t have that luxury. If their alliance fell here, the wastelands would face an unprecedented era of ethnic cleansing that would leave millions dead.

But then again…

The Dark Atom had proven stronger than previously thought. There was still significant uncertainty as to who would win this war.

The Crimson One nodded. He offered no opinion and only opened his eyes to fix a gaze upon Natessa. “Since defecting from and leaving the Valley, you and your people have become hated by the Elysians. You’re an especially rancorous pill to Skye Polaris. After sacrificing so much and putting your life in such danger, do you have any regrets?”

Natessa didn’t know why the Crimson One was asking her this question now. However, she answered directly without much thought. “In the fight for freedom, there are no regrets.”

The betrayal of Hell’s Army came as a bitter surprise to many in Skycloud. But anyone who thought about it critically would see that it should not have been.

Theirs was an organization with strength and ability but no recognition. For decades, they were stationed out beyond the wall, forced to live within sight of the holy land but subsisting on the scant bounties of the wastes. Skycloud only reached out to them when the foulest deeds needed doing. Hell’s Army was seen as a necessary evil, a tool to ensure the security and stability of their great domain. And they did it without honor, without recognition, and without reward.

The leaders of Skycloud must have known that when you’re mired in darkness for long enough, it was easy to let it consume you. When you tread along the edge of a precipice for long enough, you’ll fall one day. Hell’s Army took the plunge and had no intention of looking back.

When Natessa defected, she did so under no uncertain terms. She murdered the commander of Skycloud’s border forces, the general of its defense force, and maimed the Warden of the Talons of God. Each of them was Skye Polaris’s man or family member. There was no question that the Giants of Hell’s Army were top on the General’s list of those to be executed.

Skye Polaris would give them no quarter. The Polaris family would see them punished in the cruelest fashion they could muster. Skycloud’s people could never forgive their betrayal. Hell’s Army would never be brought back into the fold. So long as any member of the Polaris family still lived, Hell’s Army lived under threat of retribution.

He looked at this young, dominant woman. When surrounded by darkness, you might as well be free in the shadows. When you’ve fallen from grace, why not fall with dignity? Is that the creed Hell’s Army had adopted? However, freedom was a tempting and dangerous luxury that not many earned. Were they really willing to sacrifice everything for this lofty ideal?

“The Conclave is lucky to have many talented soldiers, but there are few capable of real leadership. Adder is dead. Wyrmsole is growing old.” The Crimson One rose to his feet, never taking his eyes off Natessa. “From this moment forward, you will be commander of all our forces. Our conflict with the Elysians will now be your responsibility to bear.”

The sudden promotion took Natessa by surprise. It was always Adder who the Crimson One had placed all his hopes on. He’d been strong, capable, and made of the stuff of leadership. If anyone was suitable for the post of Commander, it was him.

Unfortunately, Adder had fallen.

The Crimson One had always wanted someone young and talented to take under his wing. After years of searching, Natessa was the only one who seemed worthy. She was one of the Giants of Hell’s Army, a leader and a tactician, and the youngest member of the Conclave’s leadership structure. Not only was she a capable commander, but she was also a fine soldier in her own right.

But most importantly, she knew their enemy.

Many of the veterans among Hell’s Army’s ranks were former officers. Pick any one at random and they would tell you of the dozens of battles they fought and survived. These days, the Hell’s Army of before was no more. Many of its most effective fighters had been cannibalized and made into the backbone of the Conclave’s army. Even its most average members were good enough to be mid-level officers of their fledgling alliance.

While from the outside, Natessa’s influence in the Conclave might seem limited, it was actually precisely the opposite. She and her army had tremendous weight in the Conclave. If he should fall, it was not his right-hand man Wyrmsole who would take over command of the alliance. Nor would it be Toad or Canker.

It was Hell’s Army! To be more precise, it was Natessa Windham.

Natessa’s name did not ring throughout Skycloud. Hers was not a personality that inspired the wastelands. However, the Crimson One could tell that she had all the right tools to be a great leader. So long as she had his backing, Natessa would certainly be accepted as the next in line to lead their organization.

“No need for surprise. To be young just means to be in need of practice. Our struggle will not end here. The war with Skycloud will drag on. We will need young people like you to bring us to ultimate victory.” The Crimson One was full of encouragement and support in the face of her astonishment. “Unfortunately, we find ourselves in an uncertain position. Otherwise, I would accept you as my apprentice in a more formal manner. Skycloud sorely underestimated your worth. If the fates decide you should live and progress, then the leaders of the Elysians lands will be forced to see you with new eyes.”

Natessa had always been capable, reasonable. The reason she had led Hell’s Army into the arms of the Church was for its own benefit, was it not? She raised her hands in salute. “I will not betray our leader’s trust.”

The Crimson One then turned his attention towards the mutants, who had been standing silently by his side. “When can we expect reinforcements from the Northern Barrens to arrive?”

Toad stepped forward and answered, “We’ve already dispatched an emissary. I believe we can convince one or both of the other leaders to come to our aid. The outcome of this fight doesn’t just affect us but the wastelands as a whole. I am confident they will recognize this.”

The Crimson One hoped this was true. The powers of the wastelands were legion but scattered like dust in the wind.

Wyrmsole hurriedly pushed his way into the chamber. “Something unexpected is happening in the city!”

The Crimson One’s brows furrowed. “Speak.”

Wyrmsole obliged. “We’ve found evidence that someone might have snuck inside. I’ve dispatched a team of demon hunters adept at tracking to see what they can discover. At present, we suspect there may be roughly eight intruders.”

Toad’s face twisted into a scowl. “Fallowmoor hasn’t even been struck once with an attack. How could someone have gotten inside?”

“We are not mistaken,” Wyrmsole replied with certainty.

Silence came over the room as the Crimson One mulled over the possibilities. “Unless I’m mistaken, Cloudhawk will be one of them. His teleportation capabilities are hard to defend against. It is not strange for him to appear inside the city even if the walls haven’t been breached.

Cloudhawk?! Everyone scowled when they heard the name. That damned troublemaker again! If not for his involvement, Woodland Vale would have been the Conclave’s ally or at least willing to cooperate. With Woodland Vale as their foundation and the Northern Barrens for support, the Conclave of Judgment would have been all but unstoppable.

After all, Woodland Vale was famous for its inexhaustible resources, resources that were desperately needed by the alliance. But he ruined everything! What wastelander didn’t despise the name Cloudhawk? Luckily for them, however, they didn’t need to hunt the despicable man down. He was walking right into their hands.

In contrast to the others, the Crimson One’s face was deathly calm. His voice was as cold as a winter breeze. “Bring them to me.”


62 / The Mission Begins


Every wastelander city was unique in some way.

Fishmonger’s Borough floated freely in a sea of moving sand. It was never in the same place and was hidden in a choking sandstorm. It was remote, veiled by deadly weather, and rife with ferocious creatures. It took a special sort to make the journey, and even then, the only way was with special sand sharks.

Nucleus was buried deep beneath an active volcanic mountain range. Above it, lava flows dominated the landscape. The Blisterpeaks were deadly enough as they were, so even just finding the city’s hidden entrance was practically impossible.

Woodland Vale was nestled in a lush valley hand-crafted by a god. It existed in its own plane, wholly separated from the rest of the world. So perfect were its defenses that the Vale remained a closely guarded secret for over a thousand years.

Like the others, Fallowmoor was a wastelander city. Like the others, it was completely unique.

The city’s power source was the perpetual tempest swirling outside its walls. The tempest provided enough energy to sustain a population of over two hundred thousand people. Gravity inside Fallowmoor was only one-sixth of what it was outside, which made everything strangely buoyant.

It was a holdover from the ancient times, created by people from a bygone era. Therefore, the interior was extremely complex. While the metal had rusted over the years, it didn’t have the desolate look of most ruins. Moss and vines had crept across the once sterile hallways as nature asserted its dominance. If someone from the ancient times were to see it now, their glorious structure would be all but unrecognizable. Now, it was a strange amalgamation of steel and metal given new purpose.

Stepping into Fallowmoor was like stepping into an entirely different world. All the fire and fury just outside the walls disappeared once inside. You couldn’t even hear the explosions, though they were only a few dozen meters away.

Dawn tore off the mask she’d been wearing to protect her from the dust and took a deep breath. The air that filled her lungs was clean, moist, and invigorating. Everywhere she looked, there were strange and wonderful plants, and the path beneath her boots was coated in soft moss.

In contrast, metal columns lined the path forward. It was impossible to see what they looked like before since they were now mostly coated with creeping vines and other strange foliage. Snakes, ants, lizards, and other small critters skittered by as they suddenly appeared. Towering trees reached overhead, thick brush dotted the landscape, and butterflies danced on a nigh imperceptible breeze. It was a mystical, ancient, vibrant place.

Selene leaped into the air and alighted on a pillar ten meters above them. With her higher vantage point, she spotted a place of abnormally high density. There were countless buildings with expansive farmland interspersed among them at random intervals. Messy, at least at first glance, but it seemed to work. Spread out across her field of view were many multicolored balloons suspended in the air.

The balloons, far from being decoration, were actually used for transportation. Some dripped with tiny cabin-like structures and twinkled from electric lights as though people were living on them. Considering how low the gravity here was, living in a balloon wasn’t at all strange.

Selene cast her eyes into the distance. Over tens of thousands of lights busily danced across the horizon. It was exotic and exciting, but at the same time, there was something depressing underneath the apparently flourishing settlement.

If there were no war, this would just be another bustling city.

It was a city with hundreds of years of history and the largest settlement for a thousand kilometers. No one knew much about the reclusive city, how rich its denizens were, or how many powerful people walked its floral lanes.

Cloudhawk jumped up after her to have a look for himself.

“I didn’t know this place would be so beautiful. None of these people have ever been outside. This is their world. Now, the expeditionary force is closing in. If I were these folk, this wouldn’t be any different from the end of the world.”

His words wormed into Selene’s stoic heart and caused it to ache. Cloudhawk just felt guilty.

This war, all the fighting and death – it was for the benefit of those in power, a means to an end for the most ambitious. None of these sacrifices meant anything to them because they didn’t have to sacrifice. Most often, it was these ordinary folk who suffered when those in power played their games.

He stood there, peering over the beautiful landscape with a conflicted heart. Once, years ago, he was just like them. A weakling. A nobody. He felt like they were kin.

Now, of course, it didn’t matter how strong Cloudhawk was. He couldn’t change anything. Like everyone else, he was caught in Fate’s current. No one knew when the riptide would drag them under. No one could stop it, much less save someone else from destiny’s cruel indifference.

Cloudhawk didn’t see the purpose behind these countless human sacrifices. It wasn’t worth it. Whoever won, whoever lost, all of it was built on a pile of corpses.

The others couldn’t understand what Cloudhawk was feeling. No one except maybe Selene.

She’d figured him out some time ago. On the surface, he liked to wear the mask of a bastard ruffian, but in his heart, he was good and kind. It was one of the reasons she liked him so much. It didn’t matter how the world tried to snuff out his ideals, that fire remained lit within him.

“You can sit here and complain about the state of things, or you can turn that energy against the Crimson One.” Selene’s voice was as aloof as ever. “If we’re successful, I know the General will reward you well. It’s the only way.” She looked at him and saw the odd way he was regarding her. “Am I wrong?” she asked.

“No…” Cloudhawk shrugged. “Back in the day, the Bloodsoaked Queen only cared about the mission. She never cared whether wastelanders lived or died. I like Selene better.”

Her face darkened. “Watch your words, or you’ll have my sword to answer to.”

Selene was sour over Cloudhawk’s observation, but there was someone with an even darker expression. Dawn looked up at the two sharing their moment, and like a woman catching an adulterer, the rage was slowly building up inside. The sound of her teeth grinding was audible to everyone.

She always knew the relationship between those two was more than a casual friendship. This was just further proof.

She gave vent to her frustration by kicking a nearby pillar, leaving it with a nasty dent. She called out, her face full of displeasure, “What the hell are you two yapping about?!”

Cloudhawk was startled by the sudden, angry voice. He didn’t know what he’d done this time to piss off the angry tiger stalking the ground beneath them.

Of course, the old man did. He shook his head and uncorked a bottle. The kid was still young, and sometimes, he could be as dumb as a bag of rocks. Didn’t he have any common sense? Did he not understand how he was committing an age-old taboo?

Of course, emotions were tricky things. Always were. It was one of those things where the closer you were to them, the harder it was to see clearly. Wasn’t the old drunk just the same in his youth?

Naturally, Cloudhawk’s situation was a little more complicated. Both Selene and Dawn were incredible women. They were proud and strong, and they both had tremendous levels of talent and came from good families. There were no two more perfect ladies in all of Skycloud.

Then again, their personalities couldn’t be farther from one another. One was as lofty as a frigid mountain peak, and the other was as explosive as a volcano. One was reserved and calm while the other was hotheaded and direct. However, it was clear to anyone with eyes that both women had feelings for Cloudhawk. And neither knew what the guy thought or who he would ultimately choose.

It could also be described as unlikely. As an old saying went, “a mountain cannot have two tigers.” Women were a hell of a lot more dangerous than wild tigers. As proud as they were, they were equally less capable of dealing with disappointment. For all intents and purposes, it was impossible to tell where their emotions would lead – love or enmity stemmed from the same root. Just thinking about it was giving the old drunk a headache. He didn’t envy Cloudhawk’s situation.

Mr. Ink paid them no mind, nor did he offer input. He simply kept an eye on their surroundings.

Frost de Winter and Clay were absorbed with something else. Barb wandered over to where they were, staring out of curiosity, and noticed some sort of disk in Clay’s hand. It looked like some sort of compass to her, only more complicated. The needle in the center kept spinning.

“Lord Frost, what is that?” she asked with interest.

Frost ignored her completely, a fact that made her feel awkward and confused. As far as she knew, she didn’t have any problems with the commander of the Resplendent Knights. On the contrary, his name was highly respected in the world of demon hunters.

The young, handsome, and talented commander could be said to be unapproachable. That was part of his charm and why so many women fell over one another for his attention. Word was that every time Frost was dispatched from the governor’s mansion, a line of a thousand women gathered to see him off.

Of course, he was famously disciplined. He never drank, never cavorted with women, and in fact, no one had ever seen him have any fun. The man was single-minded and, aside from his germaphobia, was the perfect man. His master was also a man every demon hunter looked up to as an idol.

For these reasons, Barb was curious about Frost, so she figured she would take the initiative to start a conversation. She’d heard that Frost and Cloudhawk had a less than friendly relationship, though she didn’t know why. Both men were excellent as far as she was concerned. Shouldn’t such talented representatives of their generation work together? Dawn and Selene were all wrong too, now that she thought about it!

She was confused, to say the least. All of these great compatriots that she adored were the pride and joy of Skycloud. But, they couldn’t seem to work in harmony!

Clay raised his head. The somewhat pudgy middle-aged man with a likable face smiled at her. “This is a relic compass. It’s a relic itself, so it’s capable of detecting any relics in its area of effect. We can use it to tell how many demon hunters there might be. The Crimson One will definitely have many by his side, so we can presumably use the compass and follow the signal right to him.”

Barb vocally expressed her wonder. Frost scowled at the noise.

“We have the general direction.” Clay put the relic away. “There’s a group of demon hunters to the north. We should go take a look.”

Cloudhawk was skeptical of the compass’s precision. After all, he himself was a living compass, but his powers were limited by distance. For the time being, he had to bow to the consensus of the crowd.

“If we start walking through the city like this, we’d just be just asking for trouble.” Mr. Ink finally broke his silence. As he spoke, he produced a small orb from his clothes and held it up towards the others. Flash! Their clothes began to change to be more in line with typical wastelander attire. “This Eye of Disguise isn’t a fancy relic, but it’s useful in situations such as these.”

Each passing second saw Cloudhawk grow more and more curious about these two men he’d met but never really interacted with.

Mr. Ink and Clay were representatives of the Polaris and Cloude families respectively. They were also powerful and trusted subordinates.

While Clay looked like the fat owner of the tea house next door, it would be a mistake to underestimate him. He was a Cloude, and that family produced demon hunters like a bar produced hangovers. He was definitely more formidable than his genial appearance would lead one to believe.

Mr. Ink had shown his hand on a few occasions, and each time, the relics he employed were mysterious and inscrutable. His fighting style was the sort that won by attacking suddenly and unexpectedly, but that by no means meant he was weak in a straight fight.

Their addition to the strike team increased their aggregate power significantly. However, they still couldn’t treat their prey lightly. Cloudhawk knew just what sort of threat the Crimson One was.

Strong as their little assassination squad was, they were deep in enemy territory. The Crimson One was deadly all on his own, and he was surrounded by other characters who were also not to be underestimated. Best would be to avoid letting their presence be known until they met with the red priest face to face. If they got caught out in the open, there would be nowhere to run.


63 / Revealed


Fallowmoor’s streets were choked with guards. War was just outside, so security was tight.

Cloudhawk had to acknowledge his frazzled nerves. Skulking through the enemy’s den was like treading on thin ice. Each step had to be carefully measured. The slightest mistake and they could get swallowed up.

Thankfully, Mr. Ink’s disguises were not so easily seen through. The relic he used was a sort of mental illusion that changed appearances and not the physical characteristics of the targets themselves. In many respects, the camouflage was like a blanket. It hung over the person, changing colors and shapes. It was a stable guise and would maintain so long as they didn’t become the focus of someone’s aggression.

The eight infiltrators were indistinguishable from the normal citizenry. A glance would reveal nothing but just another group going about their business.

Clay led the team with Frost by his side. The normally valiant and arrogant young commander was far less resplendent in his commoner’s disguise. Part of that was the melancholic and brooding expression on his face. He was mulling over something.

“Is something wrong?”

“No,” he said in flat denial. His face immediately returned to its normal cold disinterest. “I just find it curious. The governor’s mansion has many capable soldiers. You’ve served at the Governor’s side for years, never leaving the grounds. What is it about this mission that made him decide to send you?”

Clay’s somewhat pudgy face adopted a sly grin. “What do you think?”

Frost thought for a moment then replied, “The Master’s decisions are always carefully considered. You are his most trusted and capable attendant. It would make sense that he dispatches you in only the most critical missions that involve the Governorship. Having you come in itself shows that there is more to this than is on the surface. It is possible...”

He lowers his voice.

“It is possible that you are here on a mission of your own.”

Clay regarded the young man with an appreciative gaze. “Clearly, the Governor’s faith in you is well placed. You know the man well, know how he thinks. But you’re wrong – the one he trusts most is you. It isn’t that he doesn’t trust you with the real reason I’m here. You’ll learn the truth of it soon enough.”

Frost turned the idea around in his brain. For Master Arcturus to be so cautious, it must be serious.

Mr. Ink noticed the two men huddled in conspiratorial conversation. Though nothing registered in his expression, the man’s eyes flitted their way time and again.

Frost didn’t dare ask Clay for more information. The Master was an enigma – the more you knew about him, the less you understood.

That sounded like a contradiction, but such was always the case with knowledge and learning. Those who knew little felt confident in their intelligence. It was those who were learned that realized how little they understood the truth.

To Frost, Master Arcturus was an idol worthy of eternal worship. He was a font of knowledge that could provide everything he ever wanted to know. His faith in the Governor was stronger than that of any god, for in Frost’s eyes, Master Arcturus could best any god or demon.

Arcturus never took a wife nor had children. Was Frost not the closest thing he had to an heir? Because of this, the Cloude family never saw Frost as an outsider.

The further into the city they crept, the more anxious and doubtful Cloudhawk became. From the moment they walked in, an ominous feeling had been following him. It felt like he was being watched.

“Are we there yet?” he couldn’t help but ask.

“Hey!” When Dawn noticed his question wasn’t being answered fast enough, she took matters into her own hands. “Is that trinket of yours worth anything? We’ve been walking half the day already. Our mission is important. There’s a war going on outside if you’ve forgotten. If you don’t know what you’re doing, then tell us and stop wasting everybody’s time. I know how you Cloude folk like to put on airs, you fancy-nancy embroidered pillows.”

Frost’s expression became even colder. “Watch your tone.”

Selene also sniffed in irritation. Without question, Dawn’s slight included her as well.

“Cloudhawk, why don’t we just leave them to their own thing.” Dawn grabbed Cloudhawk’s arm and started dragging him along. “We would be better off just grabbing someone off the street and asking. Someone has to know where the Crimson One is. We just keep snatching up people and beating them till they tell us. Eventually, we’ll get the information we need. I bet we’ll still be faster than these fools.”

This woman sure did love to stir things up. Even now, she couldn’t put the big picture first? Her temper was a damn health hazard!

Already, their team was lacking in harmony and trust. Dawn’s contentious posture was only making things worse. If they couldn’t work together just walking down the damn street, how were they supposed to defeat the Crimson One?

Barb, seeing that things had become precarious, offered her voice, “Excellencies, don’t be angry. We need to work together. Don’t let something so small get in the way of our mission. We’re here to do something very important.”

Clay shook his head and responded, “The Polaris family, as uncouth as ever.”

“The girl’s breasts have always been bigger than her brain,” Selene muttered.

How could Dawn suffer such open disrespect? Shit, they were down-talking her like she was some kind of spineless twerp! She had to prove them wrong!

Cloudhawk interrupted her slow boil with a low warning, “Dawn!”

When she saw his angry expression, her heart skipped a beat. The anger inside her deflated like a popped balloon, and she hung her head. “Don’t be angry. Things are dull. I’m just trying to liven us up.”

Cloudhawk rubbed his temples like his head was about to burst. Clay stopped then and pulled the compass from his pocket, which Cloudhawk noticed right away. “What’s up?”

“Strong reaction,” Clay responded. “We’re close. Right in front of us.”

Clay’s compass pointed to relics, and where there were relics, there were demon hunters. All demon hunters in the city had to be trusted followers of the Crimson One, so even if he wasn’t with them, they would know where the priest was.

The group arrived at a plaza and was surprised to discover it was full of people. At least a thousand! Overhead, hot air balloons floated in a tightly packed formation. Platforms were suspended from the balloons, and each platform had at least one red-cloaked soldier. They wore the uniforms of the Church’s demon hunter missionaries.

What was going on? Was this some sort of cult meeting?

Cloudhawk couldn’t feel the presence of Castigation fire, and that meant the Crimson One wasn’t nearby.

As they approached, they could hear one red priest giving an impassioned speech from a balloon in the middle of the cluster. It was the same tired propaganda about how Elysians were the real devils, how they had brought tragedy to the gates of Fallowmoor. It was meant to inspire them to arms and motivate them to fight for their homes and families.

Fire and brimstone. Crisis loomed and there was no escaping it. Conflict was the perfect time to inspire unity.

As the priest’s fiery speech was reaching its crescendo, the crowds were shouting in a single cacophonous voice. They screamed at the fact that Elysians treated the people of the wilds like wild animals, like snakes and insects. And it was all true, so how could anything but bone-deep hatred be expected from this maligned populace?

Of course, it wasn’t so simple. There was no right or wrong. The Elysians didn’t choose to be born in the fertile lands of the gods. When their wall fell, was it not the wastelanders who slaughtered innocent people and robbed them of the resources they needed to survive?

And what of the wastelanders? They were born sinners by no fault of their own. Their lives were concerned with a singular focus on survival. Blaming them for their obsession to take whatever they could was out of touch. The Elysian lands were a place of abundant wealth, so to them, taking from such weak, rich prey didn’t even require a second thought.

There was no way to solve the contradiction between these two classes of people.

If Skycloud elected to share their surplus with the wastes, it would immediately ingratiate them to a large swath of the populace. But, hostility and the stigma against the filthy outsiders were deeply ingrained in Elysian culture. To think that any Elysian would agree to share their bounty with heathens was madness. The discrepancies between their faith and outlook of the world were too different.

So what option was left? War! My life would be better when your life ended!

“Kill the Elysian dogs! Cut down the zealots!”

The people gathered in the square thrust their weapons into the air. They fought with whatever they had: guns or bows or machetes. A chorus of voices rang with their shared hatred of a foreign enemy, uniting normal citizens, rugged wastelanders, women, and children.

Was this where the compass had guided them?

What the hell were they supposed to do here? The murderous intent of these citizens was so thick that you could cut it with a knife. If they revealed themselves here, there would be enough people to drown them in angry spittle.

Cloudhawk shook his head. “We can’t act here. Fall back. We’ll figure something else out.”

Dawn couldn’t help but mutter in irritation, “Cloudes, as unreliable as ever.”

Cloudhawk shot her a warning glance, and she shut her mouth. The old drunk, however, clicked his tongue appreciatively. What goes around comes around.

Before they could fall back, the orator raised his hands. All voices fell silent like the stillness after a cresting wave. He looked out over his flock, face twisted in anger.

“Today, there is one I must call attention to. He is the impetus that brought conflict with Skycloud. He is the hand that brought the wastelands alliance to fruition. His brilliance contributes to the glory of the wastelands even after his death!”

“This hero of our people was slain at the hands of a traitor! Tell me, people, what should we do if that traitor should fall into our grasp?”

Everyone knew who he was talking about: Adder and the despicable man who ended his life.

“Kill!”

“Kill!”

“Kill!”

Cloudhawk’s eyes widened. “Fuck.”

In this instant, the red priests jumped from their suspended platforms, surrounding the eight intruders.

Dawn gaped at the sudden change in the situation. “Hey… ehm… can they recognize us?”

Selene’s words came out as a near-growl. “Polaris clan members, as unreliable as ever.”

“The culprit has presented himself to us. He is here, before your eyes!” The priest pointed accusingly at the small group. “Not only are they responsible for Adder’s death, but they have also attempted to rain destruction upon our glorious city, destroy our homes, and kill our families! People, what shall we do with them?”

All eyes turned to Cloudhawk and his team. Their eyes burned with a depth of hatred that was inhuman. It was a bloodlust that would not be satisfied, even when their corpses were torn to pieces and their bones were turned to paste. The depths of their hatred could not be expressed.

To say their change of fortune was unexpected was an understatement. Unless you were a Master Demon Hunter or someone like Skye Polaris, who could claim they could escape an angry mob of this size? Among the crowds were violent mutants, crack marksmen, and deadly demon hunters. Who other than a living legend could survive these odds?

Cloudhawk wasn’t sure how it happened, nor did it matter. He said only one thing.

“Run!”


64 / Public Enemy


A sea of angry faces was pointed at them, framed by glinting weapons. Dozens if not hundreds of bullets and arrows would rain down on their heads at any moment. More dangerous, however, were the demon hunters and their deadly relics. They had been ready for them.

“Is everyone stupid? You’re so ready to condemn us, and you don’t even know the situation.” Barb stepped forward, trying anything to buy them a few extra moments. “Do you actually have any proof we killed anybody?”

They were still disguised as citizens thanks to Mr. Ink’s relics. They were practically indistinguishable from anyone else here! But despite her pleas, the mob was still out for blood. They didn’t care about proof, only justice.

Cloudhawk’s expression was almost comical as if he’d been walking down the street on a sunny day when he suddenly stepped into a pile of shit and then stumbled into a beehive when trying to wipe it off his shoe. This ruckus was sure to attract more attention, so if they didn’t do something soon, the whole city would be here trying to put new holes in their bodies.

The General was right. Cloudhawk really was a magnet for conflict. It didn’t matter how talented he was, he couldn’t stand up against several tens of thousands of people.

Barb was stunned at how quickly things had gone sour. They’d only just teleported into the city, presumably without leaving any traces of their entrance. How could they have been discovered so quickly – and what’s more, walk right into a bloodthirsty mob like it was all planned?

A man with a scraggly beard lurched forward, gun raised. “Kill the Elysian dogs!”

The barrel of his weapon spat hot lead and fire. His machine gun sprayed towards them with frightening velocity.

The old drunk brandished his cane and used it to expertly deflect most of the bullets. At the same moment, Dawn activated her Aegis Mirror. The invisible barrier protected them from the remainder of the bullets. However, the rest of the crowd began their attack. More gunfire, arrows, and even shots from exorcist bows began to pummel their location. Her defensive shell quickly showed signs of cracking.

Selene’s eyebrows furrowed in a scowl. Blazing light extended from her hand as the crossblade flared to life.

Her grip tightened in preparation for cutting their assailants down, but when she began looking for targets, she took note of the many children among them. She hesitated. Cloudhawk was right. Five years ago, the Bloodsoaked Queen would have slain anyone who dared offend her – regardless of age or gender. Now, however, she found it difficult to make the call.

A streak of cold silver blasted from their small crew.

The beam coiled together into the image of a silver dragon, which raced deftly through the angry mob. It did not impact anyone directly, however. Instead, it weaved through the gaps, and everyone it passed was frozen solid by the mere passing contact with its aura.

None were dissuaded by the attack. On the contrary, it only seemed to stoke their lust for carnage. Angry, bloodshot eyes were wide with the promise of a painful death.

Frozen Dirge flashed back into Frost’s hand.

With one wave, he’d created dozens of frozen statues, yet his foes would not be cowed. As the citizens pressed in, a murderous resolve took root in Frost’s eyes. He swung Frozen Dirge around in a circle, casting out several streaks of energy. As it swept across the area in all directions, icy statues shattered into jagged fragments that were fired into the masses, causing further casualties.

A hundred or more of Fallowmoor’s residents and farmers had been injured by the icy shrapnel. They lay on the ground screaming in pain, clutching at gaping wounds and bleeding gashes. At last, they seemed to recognize the danger Frost presented and hesitated to move in closer. However, there was still a constant barrage of bullets and arrows assailing Dawn’s shield.

Cloudhawk looked over the carnage. The number of citizens, both living and dead, continued to swell. He called at his compatriots through a scowl, “This will never end. We’re just wasting time and energy here. We need to get free!”

Dawn continued to protect them from the projectiles with her Aegis Mirror. Strong as she was, the numbers they faced were overwhelming and growing by the moment. She wouldn’t be able to protect them all for long by herself.

“We’re surrounded. Where are we supposed to run?”

“I’ll draw their fire. The rest of you get out of here.”

Dawn and Selene answered in one voice, “I’m going with you!”

Both stopped and looked at one another. The fire in their glares could melt an ice cap.

Cloudhawk failed to notice amid the sound of shouts and gunfire. “No one’s coming with me. It’s easier if I’m by myself. We don’t have time to discuss this. It’s what we’re doing. Quickly!”

It was a solid plan. Who among them was the focus of most of these wastelanders’ ire? A rhetorical question, certainly.

Cloudhawk felt like he’d unwittingly become Fate’s punching bag. Not only was his name maligned in Skycloud, but he was also enemy number one throughout the wastes as well. Why the fuck was it so hard to just find a quiet place to settle down?!

Obviously, his fight and eventual victory over Adder in Woodland Vale was common knowledge now.

Every member of the Conclave and those organizations affiliated with it would be overjoyed to get their hands on Cloudhawk. Finally, they had their chance, so he was the target down most gun sights. If he drew attention away, perhaps the others would have more of a chance to escape.

As for Cloudhawk’s own safety? Not to worry! He’d never been easy to kill. On his own, Cloudhawk was even less likely to run into mortal danger.

“Miss, Cloudhawk is right. We can’t afford to spend our strength fighting the whole populace of this city.” Mr. Ink made his case to Dawn. “We need to retreat and save ourselves for the mission’s objective.”

Corded muscles danced along Dawn’s jawline as she ground her teeth. “Then, be careful!”

Though Cloudhawk didn’t know it, as far as Dawn was concerned, he was her fiancé. With General Skye’s support for the idea, it would be impossible for Cloudhawk to refuse. Now, he was offering to take on the most dangerous role in order to make sure their plan succeeded. She was worried about him.

Mr. Ink produced another one of his strange relics.

It was a bottle, standard but for the fact that it drank up all the light around it completely. Its contours were outlined with faintly glowing purple runes. When he opened it, the contents erupted like a volcano, instantly belching forth a black mist. The inky darkness quickly spread throughout the area.

It cut off both the vision and hearing of anyone caught inside. The angry mob spun around in fury, swinging wildly in attempts to cut down the invaders they could no longer see.

Cloudhawk watched in surprise as the inky mist did not diffuse but rather almost seemed to ooze across the plaza. Distance did not thin the darkness. If it continued like this, the unnatural darkness would soon cover half the city. Such a wide-reaching ability was rare to behold. The mysterious Mr. Ink definitely had amazing tools at his disposal.

“Go!” Everyone began to move.

Recognizing that their prey was trying to escape, the Conclave demon hunters tried to charge through the darkness and cut them off. They were still getting organized when Cloudhawk teleported atop one of the nearby balloon-suspended platforms. He unceremoniously booted the red-clad priest who had stirred up the crowd into the masses below.

“Hey, ya bunch of fuckwits! You can’t do shit, and you ain’t worth shit!” Cloudhawk snatched up the instrument the priest had been using to amplify his voice. “That’s right! I killed Adder. Cloudhawk. Remember my fuckin’ name!”

Too far! This bastard! Cloudhawk kicked the mob’s anger into an outright frenzy. Bullets, arrows, spears, and swords were thrown at him.

However, their field of vision was small, and Cloudhawk was as agile as a monkey. He dodged their clumsy attacks, teleporting when necessary or using his phase stone when no other option worked. It was as public a humiliation as he could manage. He stoked the mad fury of his attackers as high as it would go.

And the angrier they became, the dumber they got. All sense went out the window; there was nothing but the burning desire to kill this asshole.

When he felt it was enough, Cloudhawk took off at a full sprint. The mob came racing after him, ignorant to the fact that he was by himself. The rest of the invaders were getting away without much attention.

There were bullets everywhere! The ground was littered with shell casings. The wind was alive with blades of wind or fireballs or icicles as all manner of relics came to life.

As he raced on, Cloudhawk felt like the whole world was after him. There was nothing but hatred and anger and murder, all directed toward him. For just a second, he felt a little hopeless, a little lost. Was he really meant to be hated by the entirety of the wastelands forever? He was a gods-damned wastelander himself!

His self-pity came just as a nearby demon hunter launched a sneak attack. A rather unassuming orb of fire was flung his way, suddenly erupting into a blast that took Cloudhawk by surprise.

What a violent blow! He was caught off guard, and the force was enough to collapse his phase field. He tumbled out of the air and into a house below. It was immediately surrounded, and the mob ruthlessly buffeted the structure with bullets and arrows.

“Kill him! Kill the traitor!”

Cloudhawk lay flat on his belly and crawled forward as projectiles tore through the walls inches above his head. Immediately, the place was a war-zone with almost everything inside shot to pieces. Its walls were barely standing, more hole than wall like a half-built honeycomb. So complete was the destruction that the structure began to collapse around him.

Now or never!

Cloudhawk grabbed the phase stone around his neck. As he filled it with mental energy, light began to pour from between his fingers, and the air all around trembled from an unseen power. Reality twisted into a whirlpool that sucked him in.

The crowd burst into the room moments later, but there was nothing. As they picked through the ruins of the structure, they didn’t find any corpses either. They cursed and kicked and screamed in impotent rage before spreading out to try and recapture his trail. But it didn’t matter, Cloudhawk was gone like a puff of smoke. It was like he’d simply stopped existing. Even seeker relics weren’t picking up anything.

And in fact, Cloudhawk really had ceased to exist, at least from their world. He had popped into existence in another world, far from the conflict.

He floated in the ruins of a broken world where he hid his secret cache. The ruined warehouse he’d repurposed was crammed full of all manner of things, mostly weapons, demon hunter equipment, and food. For some reason, his phase stone had a connection to this place that allowed him to use it at will, both to store things and to flee when needed.

However, transporting a living thing here was not easy. An entire human body was particularly difficult.

Because of this, Cloudhawk rarely transferred himself here. It cost him a lot of mental energy, and the airless environment was less than hospitable. Strong as he was, the place was uncomfortable at best.

Cloudhawk left the warehouse and was set adrift across the shattered landscape. In this place, every step he took corresponded to the same distance traveled back in his world. Since the building he’d escaped was surely still crawling with people, he would have to move around here for a distance before attempting to return. When he got back, with any luck, he’d be far from where they’d think to look for him.

It was the perfect escape tactic. Once he got it off, it didn’t matter who you were. The Crimson One, Skye, Arcturus, even gods and demons… all were helpless. After all, how were you supposed to track down something that no longer existed in your dimension? Short of someone having the same powers, he was uncatchable. And the likelihood of someone with his same abilities was zero!

His phase stone was a relic from the Demon King himself! He had to wonder, if this was the sort of power the phase stone had then, what about that cuirass? The prospect excited him, but he squelched the excitement soon after. He didn’t dare wear the former Demon King’s armor.

The power he had now had all come from the Demon King, hadn’t it? And what had happened to that unholy thing? Despite the downright legendary effects of his relics, the beast had still fallen. Taking on the mantle of the Demon King was asking for death as far as Cloudhawk was concerned. It was much better to just live as a normal man.

Alright… should be good enough.

Cloudhawk guessed that he’d probably gone the equivalent of halfway across Fallowmoor by now. Once again, he called on the stone’s power to bring him back into his own dimension.

When he popped back into existence, he was alone. He’d gotten away without a trace!

Taking a moment to make sure his surroundings were safe, Cloudhawk found that he’d phased back into some sort of tower. He was then immediately assailed by a familiar hum. A relic he knew, coming from somewhere in this very building.

Castigation fire.

The Crimson One.

Had he chanced upon the Master Demon Hunter’s location?


65 / The Plight


Barb pulled out the Heart-scry Thorn. “It turns out every resident of Fallowmoor is implanted with a small ID chip. Even if we conceal ourselves, they know right away that we’re outsiders since we don’t have one.”

The information was extracted from a soldier they’d managed to capture. It explained why so many of the previous attempts at sending people in had failed. Fallowmoor had a fine method for making sure spies didn’t escape with important information.

Having lived in the wilds for a time, the old drunk knew a thing or two about how the wastelanders did things. “Heh, not a problem. Get his ID chip and we can stop worrying about these ants swarming us.”

“It’s not so easy.” Barb had learned more from the Heart-scry Thorn. “The chips have special restrictions. They activate when they’re implanted and stop working if they’re removed. We can’t take it ourselves, not that way. We have only one option.”

“Well, spit it out!” Dawn was anxious. She could hear the sound of footsteps approaching. The city was still shrouded in fog, but if they had sensors like the Dark Atom soldiers, they would be discovered eventually.

“This is old technology, precise and complicated – which also means it’s easy to break. They’re connected to a main sensor unit, so if we can find and destroy it, they won’t be able to use the ID chips to determine who the outsiders are.”

Frost de Winter regarded Barb with an aloof gaze. She was the weakest of their crew, yet here she was providing key intelligence just when they needed it. They had their next target. They had to head for the main sensor unit without further delay.

One of the buildings in Fallowmoor looked like an enormous crystal ball. That was the building responsible for controlling all of the city’s systems including its sensors. It kept track of incursions, irregular or unexpected deaths of citizens, and so forth. All manner of information was filtered into this building and parsed for critical intelligence.

When they arrived, Dawn wasted no time in drawing her sword. With both hands on the hilt of Terrangelica, she heaved it at the structure. A streak of energy was expelled into the ground, which caused it to shudder and crack. A dozen or more fissures emerged and slithered towards the main sensor like angry dragons. Those fissures then spread into the sensor, causing it to crack and belch forth sparks and angry spurts of fire.

“All done!” Dawn looked at her handiwork with a lopsided smirk of satisfaction. Easy as pie!

She arrogantly rested Terrangelica on her shoulder and looked back at the others. Now, they could find Cloudhawk, hunt down the Crimson One, and kill him dead. Their efforts would mean victory for the expeditionary forces.

“Careful!” Selene called a warning. “An attack!”

The black fog was lit up by an angry red light. All of a sudden, dozens of bull-sized fiery orbs burned away the darkness as they headed their way. They impacted, filling the area with ear-piercing explosions.

The orbs of fire detonated and spread across the ground, creating pools of fire. Before long, the flames devoured most of where they were standing. Dawn had deftly activated her Aegis Mirror thanks to Selene’s warning, so their immediate location was safe. However, the look on her face betrayed her struggle. Whoever was attacking them was strong.

A barefooted man descended from above, carrying a standard whose flag danced in the hot breeze summoned by the fires. There was only one man like that who could launch such a powerful attack: the Conclave’s second in command, Wyrmsole. He was accompanied by twenty or more red-robed missioners of the Church.

Wyrmsole glared at the invaders with hard, cold eyes. The bulk of his animosity seemed aimed at Selene and Clay. After all, Wyrmsole had at one time been from their same family. It was clear by his gaze that he hadn’t expected the Cloude family’s fixer to be here as well.

When Clay saw who it was, his pudgy and amicable face broke into a smile like he was seeing an old friend again. “I knew you’d have changed after all these years. Those fire orbs have gotten a lot bigger.”

Wyrmsole returned with a question, his face solemn. “Arcturus bade you come?”

“I’m here,” Clay replied in an indifferent inflection, “just for a bit of housecleaning. The Crimson One is no match for the governor, you know that. He didn’t need to come and waste his time.”

Wyrmsole’s face retained its typical calm façade. However, the flash in his eyes and the heavy presence betrayed what he really felt. “Hmph. Let Arcturus come himself. Then, we will see. Do you think this group is enough to contend with the Crimson One? You march towards your own demise!”

Frost wasted no time. He heaved Frozen Dirge in a deadly swing, releasing a wave of frigid energy that doused the fires on its way towards Wyrmsole. Ice and fire collided between them. The air was made thick with steam.

Clay had intended to speak more. He’d gotten under Wyrmsole’s skin. There was more he could achieve in undermining the man’s confidence. He had not anticipated Frost would be so eager to start a fight. He didn’t know Arcturus’s apprentice to be so quick to action, but now that the fight was on, there was no wasting time. He looked towards the others. “The rest of you find Cloudhawk and the Crimson One. Leave this crowd to us.”

Wyrmsole was a formidable enemy, as were the twenty Conclave demon hunters he’d brought with him. While the invaders had a fair chance of victory, the longer they remained in one place, the more likely it was that more enemies would join in. Not only would it drain their energy, but it would also rob them of any chance to escape and find the Crimson One. If they had to fight all of Fallowmoor, they would surely die. They were in the heart of enemy territory! Every second counted!

Wyrmsole brandished his battle standard, Skyfire. A gout of fire erupted forth towards Frost and his icy weapon. Arcturus’s apprentice swung his spear as deftly as a breeze, covering the area in frigid energy and causing the fires to wither and die.

He raised Frozen Dirge, ready to thrust it at Wyrmsole.

Clay called for his attention, “Don’t rush in!”

Wyrmsole had been a member of the Cloude family and, at one point, was as strong as Clay himself. Frost, talented though he was, was still young. It was unlikely he could take the seasoned warrior one-on-one.

Nor was Wyrmsole by himself. The other demon hunters brandished their relics, including half a dozen exorcist bows. They fired at Frost who was leaping through the air. Clay saw the critical error his ally had made, and his eyes dimmed. He had no other choice but to attack despite the disadvantage. After all, Arcturus had high hopes for Frost. If the Master’s protégé died here, Clay wouldn’t be able to face the Governor ever again.

He raised his hands overhead. Billowing steam continued to pour through the area as ice and fire waged their war. As mental energy reached out for it, that mist condensed into droplets of water. They rained down onto the field below like bullets, smashing into the ground with as much power and velocity and churning the earth.

The mists continued to aggregate, and once it became a deluge, Clay sent it at their foes like a tidal wave from an angry sea.

The missionaries were caught off guard. They hadn’t expected this one to be so dangerous. They were forced to retreat or be swept away.

Meanwhile, Selene, Dawn, and the others wasted no time. Although Frost and Clay were powerful, they could only hold out for so long deep in enemy territory. If they didn’t find the Crimson One soon, they would all drown in a sea of enemies.

What’s more, Fallowmoor was rife with dangerous foes. Who knew how many more powerful opponents were waiting in the winds besides those they’d already encountered? Who knew when they would appear to block their path?

Suddenly, a blast caught their attention from somewhere else in the city. Surely there was some sort of conflict, and more than likely, it was Cloudhawk.

Dawn would wait no longer. “Let’s go!”

Before her words even had time to fade from the air, a shadow flitted by from some indeterminable location. It was too fast to follow with the naked eye, but where it passed, the ground was crushed and cracked. The power of it was of rare quality, and it was headed right for Dawn.

Too fast. Even Mr. Ink and the old drunk were slow to react. Mr. Ink only had time to cry out, “Miss, be careful!”

Dawn shoved Terrangelica into the ground and created several walls between her and her attacker. However, when the mysterious assailant struck them, the stone walls folded as easily as paper. However, by then, Dawn had her second line of defense prepared, an invisible field placed right in front of her.

A bone-jarring crash sounded. Cracks appeared across Dawn’s translucent defense. On the other side was a figure, a ball of light.

She couldn’t dodge. Her foe was too fast. All Dawn could do was summon her true power to engage in straight martial combat and hack at the attacker with Terrangelica. She was immediately swallowed by crushing force that knocked her a dozen meters away. After coming to a stop, she fought for breath, coughing up a mouthful of blood.

“Dawnbreaker Armor? Hell’s Army!” Dawn stumbled back onto her feet, wiping the blood from her lips and throwing off her ruined cloak. Her angry eyes glared at her foe. “Contemptible worm! Only brave when you can attack from stealth. Is that how you killed Aegir Polaris?”

As the energy dissipated off of Dumont Cenhelm’s armor, his towering armored figure was revealed.

Several more approached from different directions: Eckard Skinner, Toad, Canker, and a number of mutants. All of them were deadly wastelander killers.

Toad met the invaders’ glares with his frog-like laughter. “Should I call you brave or foolish? Did you really think such a small number of you could take Fallowmoor by yourselves?”

Canker said nothing. Tendrils of insects wafted around him like undulating lines of ink. As that darkness reached out, the others adopted combative postures, ready to launch into battle in an instant. Support would surely be on its way, and if they didn’t do something, they would surely die before they even laid eyes on the Crimson One.

Dawn audibly ground her teeth. “Hey, Selene, I can handle this. You take the drunk and get out of here.”

For the time being, Dawn was forced to put aside her loathing for Selene. Though it rankled her to admit it, the Cloude bitch was a better fighter than she was, and all of them getting away from this situation was impossible. Besides, she had the benefit of her father’s relics, which likely made her the strongest of their whole group.

She didn’t know what the old drunk was capable of anymore, but he sure as hell wasn’t weak.

It looked like they were the best choice to join up with Cloudhawk. The three of them had the highest chance of survival. As for this group of mutants and traitors, she and Mr. Ink could hold them for a while.

“Most of the Crimson One’s lieutenants have shown themselves. Now is the best opportunity to go after the head of the snake! Don’t get fussy about it and just go!”

Eckard’s deep laugh rose from the darkness. He lifted his enormous sword and rushed at them.

Barb was the one to meet him as she swung her exorcist rod towards the enormous sword he wielded. Between her rapidly improving martial abilities and the demon hunter relic, she was actually able to stop his advance.

It was a fact that surprised the former instructor. Where the hell had this little bitch come from? He’d never heard of her, but she clearly wasn’t as weak as she appeared.

Barb was under no illusions that she could help in a fight against the Crimson One. She would only hold them back. Better to be here and help the others fight off a threat from behind. Selene and the drunk saw the truth in this and were forced to separate again. They turned away from Dawn and the others to cut a way out.

Eckard made no attempt to stop them. Three people against the Crimson One? As far as he was concerned, they’d failed their mission the moment Fallowmoor knew they were there. Trying to kill the Crimson One with a handful of children? They might as well throw themselves on their own swords.
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Cloudhawk was preparing to scout the tower when he heard the telltale fwip of crossbow fire. His head swiveled towards the sound where he discovered a wall of arrows headed his way. Their tips glowed with an ominous green light.

Green. This hue of green represented death.

It wasn’t poison – Cloudhawk feared no poison. But he did fear this.

The arrows screaming his way were imbued with Castigation fire. The terrible energy needed to only touch its target to infect them with the unholy flames. The victims would quickly find themselves engulfed in it, burned down to their very bones until there was nothing left but ash.

Cloudhawk narrowed his eyes. Time seemed to slow. He saw the trajectory of each arrow and began to move. He dodged between them as agile as a cat, as quick as a falcon. Not a single bolt came close enough to deliver its deadly green payload. Instead, they clattered against the ground or the wall behind him, kicking up angry sparks.

His attackers wouldn’t have time to fire a second salvo. Before they could reload their crossbows, Cloudhawk was on them. A pair of dancing silver lights sprang into action in the middle of the ill-equipped crowd.

These men were strong, but even if they were made of stone, they wouldn’t be able to withstand the cutting power of Cloudhawk’s Silver Serpents. He dashed among them for but a split second before coming to rest in the exact position where he started.

Only now, in his hands were the lethal twin short swords. As thin as a cicada’s wing, the blades weren’t stained by even a single drop of blood. His ambushers all stood as still as statues for a moment before collapsing to the ground, dead. With a flick of his wrist, the Silver Serpents retracted back into Cloudhawk’s sleeves.

His enemies fell apart into several pieces like leaves being blown away by an autumn breeze.

For days, he had been practicing the nameless postures taught to him by the old drunk. He could feel how the training had improved his body in every way. It was a testament to the old warrior’s skill as a fighter and teacher that Cloudhawk should improve so much in such a short period of time.

“You’ve grown stronger. I can see how you defeated Adder.”

A voice, as calm as a forest lake, reached out to him through the silence.

When Cloudhawk looked to its source, it felt like someone had wrapped his fingers around his heart and started to squeeze. For a moment, it felt difficult to breathe. The staff-bearing man, without Cloudhawk’s notice, had sneaked up and stood practically right in front of him.

He was a man of medium build, average looks, and soft expression. Frown lines had etched themselves into the space between his brows, but his eyes were calm and almost compassionate. Judging by appearances, he looked to be in his fifties, though his hair was the silvery gray of a much older man.

The red cloak he wore was embroidered with dark clouds. A long crosier was cradled in the gentle grip of his right hand, and green fire danced in and out of existence around the staff’s apex. He was none other than Skycloud’s former Knight-Commander, leader of the Conclave of Judgment – The Crimson One.

Just the man Cloudhawk was looking for, but without his allies, Cloudhawk was in no rush to start a fight.

After all, in his fight against Adder, Cloudhawk barely managed to survive by the skin of his teeth. In the end, luck played an important role in the fact that he was the one still breathing. Only ten days after that deadly encounter and here he was, face-to-face with possibly the deadliest man in the wastelands. Fighting him one-on-one was no different from committing suicide.

Cloudhawk hadn’t planned on being discovered by the Crimson One. What was he supposed to do now?

It wasn’t like he could stride across dimensions at a whim. With how difficult it was to perform, it would be some time before he could do it again. As for invisibility or teleportation, he was confident neither would protect him from a Master Demon Hunter.

However, the Crimson One didn’t seem eager to start their fight either. It highlighted how confident the man was in being able to handle these invaders. After all, he was one of the world’s greatest demon hunters. It didn’t matter how much talent and potential the younger generation possessed. They were not his betters.

Back in Fishmonger’s Borough, he had spent a great deal of energy. In addition to his old battle wounds and a fear of revealing his identity too soon, the Crimson One had not fought them out in the wastes with his full strength. Circumstances conspired against him then, but things were different this time.

No matter what the cost or consequences, that poor showing would not be repeated.

Cloudhawk, bent low in a half-crouch, looked back at the deadly man, eyes wary. “You look like you’ve recovered well.”

The Crimson One never took his eyes off the irritating youth. “Adder gave his life to make sure a particular medicine made its way back to me. His death was not in vain.”

His words were cold and dispassionate. However, Cloudhawk felt the danger around him surge with every syllable. It was like he was watching a deadly viper slowly slither closer and begin to wrap around his leg. He could feel the cold fingers of death brush the back of his neck, and the slightest misstep would force those fingers to clamp down.

“I do not hate you for killing Adder,” the Crimson One assured. “It was his destiny. He had the misfortune of being the Crimson One’s son. If it wasn’t you who took his life in Woodland Vale, it would have been one like Janus. You gave him a proper death. He was in pursuit of what he believed in like a true soldier. As his father, I can appreciate the glory in his demise.”

To Cloudhawk, the demon hunter’s words were odd. However, he soon discovered the surprises did not stop there. The Crimson One’s next sentence astonished him even further.

“In killing Adder, you proved to be stronger than him. I have never seen someone improve so quickly. Should you choose to pledge yourself to the Conclave, I will not seek vengeance for his death.” His words were direct, and nothing in his bearing contradicted the promise of mercy. “I should hope you consider the offer carefully. You are, after all, a wastelander.”

Cloudhawk could hardly believe what he was hearing. Did the Crimson One care so little for his son?

While his hair had gone white and the man seemed to have aged several years since the last time they met, Cloudhawk could see no visible sign of grief – or any emotion for that matter. Of course, the reality was entirely different. His love for Adder, for his son, was as deep and encompassing as any father for his son.

But, the desire to punish the one who took his son’s life had to be put aside. He even tried to recruit the culprit to fight by his side. Cloudhawk didn’t understand. Was he so open-hearted or was this a decision of pure survival?

“We don’t fight for ourselves, for rights, titles, honors, or treasures. We fight as one people for the dignity of our race. That is why we stand in resistance.” The Crimson One’s intense gaze seemed to pierce deeply into Cloudhawk’s soul. “For many years, you lived in the wastelands. I’m sure you’ve questioned it on many occasions. Perhaps it’s even made you doubt, made you angry. Why has humanity been discarded? Forgotten? By what cruel destiny are we forced to live at the whims of gods and demons? Why are we denied the right to determine our own futures?”

“I agree with everything you’re saying,” Cloudhawk answered. “But peace and human equality can only be a reality under conditions of equal or similar strength. Otherwise, we’re weak and frail things, screaming angrily at the wind but having no power to change things. It isn't that I think you are wrong. I just don't believe you have the power to do anything about it. The only thing you are doing is making things worse.”

“Is that what you really think?” For the first time, anger flashed in the Crimson One’s eyes. “Are you not afraid I will strike you down right here? Do you not fear death?”

“Oh, death scares the fuck outta me. Really. It’s because of that fear that all I want is to find somewhere quiet to live out my life. It’s because I fear death that I’m working hard to become stronger. Exactly because I fear death, both for myself and those I care about, I've chosen to stand with the Elysians.” Cloudhawk reached up and grabbed the hilt of Ardent Wrath. He slowly pulled it from its sheath, and fire consumed its surface. The whole time, he kept his eyes fixed on the Crimson One. “All that being said, some things are worse than death.”

The Crimson One was surprised by Cloudhawk’s forthcoming response. He had no qualms admitting to his fear of death and yet, was still willing to meet it.

“I don’t know how great you are or how noble your goals might be. I don’t care. All I see are people who betray their loved ones, discard their friends, and abandon the honor they claim to treasure. You’re a man who sees the death of his own son as necessary. You’re even willing to recruit his killer.”

The light in Cloudhawk’s eyes grew more determined as he spoke. As his will to fight increased, so too did the fires surrounding Ardent Wrath.

“Don’t you think this life is a bitter one? I don’t go in for all your bullshit idealism. I do things my own way. I will do anything necessary to protect myself and the people I care about. Live like a king, die a happy death – I’m just a nobody. Freedom is my way of life!”

The older man’s eyes dimmed, but whether from the pain of loss or disappointment, it was hard to say. He knew what Adder’s final words to Cloudhawk were. He’d heard them secondhand. Was his son wrong in his estimation of the man?

“Heaven and earth are inexorably tied. There has never been such a thing as absolute freedom. Nor are you nobody, for destiny seeks out those with strength to do its bidding.”

Cloudhawk could feel the vigor rising within the Master Demon Hunter. Nothing more needed to be said. It was time to fight.

He vanished from the Crimson One’s view. Using the power of his invisibility cloak, he crept closer as Ardent Wrath burned furiously, invisible to the outside world just as he was. Cloudhawk filled it with the full breadth of his strength so that its flames poured like a river. Countless shards of flame burst out towards the Crimson One.

The Conclave’s leader didn’t move an inch. He didn’t even raise his head to look.

He was enveloped by a golden light that suddenly sprang up around him in the image of some mighty god of war. The impervious shell of protection wholly deflected Cloudhawk’s attack.

Clang!

The fiery blade of Ardent Wrath exploded completely! Cloudhawk felt like he’d come upon a completely impervious wall.

In a blink, all of the power he’d accumulated was dispersed, and the Crimson One hadn’t even suffered a scratch. Quite the opposite, for the shell of power had reflected much of the power back at Cloudhawk. The fires of his own sword were blasted back at him, and all of a sudden, he was engulfed in an angry sea of burning red.

The blowback knocked him several dozen meters through the air before he hit the ground. He was half-buried in a crater.

Blackened marks where the fire had scalded him and his clothes were peppered all over Cloudhawk’s body. Not far away, his broken sword smoldered. It sizzled with heat, radiating an angry red and trembling unceasingly.

Cloudhawk stared wide-eyed up from the hole he was in. He’d thrown everything he had at the Crimson One, and the old priest hadn’t even blinked. Hell, Cloudhawk had instead nearly blown himself to pieces.

The Crimson One had won victory with his defense alone. The discrepancy between them was incalculable, as vast as a mountain range.

“Though your potential is great, too much uncertainty surrounds you. I don’t have time to wait and see how things develop. Since you refuse to see reason, I must kill you myself.”

The Crimson One raised his hands.

Green fires danced in his palms, gathering together into arrows. He flung them at Cloudhawk at incredible speed. Such a direct and overwhelming assault from Castigation fire would surely mean death if they struck.

An iron cane whistled through the air and struck the ground right in front of Cloudhawk. The area all around him cracked and sunk half an inch.

When the fires came, they did not strike their target and instead hit the body of that iron cane. The shimmering gold aura of the relic and the sickly green of Castigation fire warred for supremacy. In the same instant, a streak of blazing white light descended from overhead towards the Crimson One. Like Ardent Wrath, it too shattered when the light collided with the Crimson One’s golden shield.

The Master Demon Hunter scowled. Two figures emerged to stand at Cloudhawk’s side. One was an old man, filthy and lame. The other was a beautiful woman clad in spotless white.
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Cloudhawk’s body was covered in burn marks. However, they were healing even as he scrambled back onto his feet. He had to admit the Crimson One was stronger than he thought. Without the timely arrival of his two friends, he definitely would have been put down.

With the sudden change to their conflict, the Crimson One did not immediately make any further attacks.

The day finally came.

The seed that was planted was finally bearing fruit. Baldur’s daughter and his best friend stood shoulder-to-shoulder, facing their shared enemy in solidarity.

The Crimson One first turned his eyes to Selene.

In her left hand, she clutched Baldur’s weapon, Transcendence. In her right was the holy crossblade. One radiated with holy energy, and the other glittered with crystalline beauty. She stood with her shoulders back and head high, a blade in each hand. Her white vestments reflected the red and green fires that surrounded them. Her raven black hair fell straight to her shoulders like a silken waterfall. The contrast between her pale skin and dark hair was especially striking. Her gradually maturing features highlighted the beautiful woman she had become.

“At last, you inherit your father’s legacy.” While the Crimson One’s face had a natural air of compassion, there was no great emotion at the sight of his brother’s daughter. “Like father like daughter, it would seem. Both are such incredible people. A pity you do not come to me now as a friend.”

Deadly ferocity overtook Selene’s moon-like eyes like an eclipse. She became a beautiful and deadly beacon of righteous vengeance. Slowly, her right arm rose, pointing her blazing sword of light towards the man. “You are unworthy of even mentioning my father.”

“Whether you believe me or not, I promise you that I have no greater regret in my life than killing Baldur. It was the most painful thing I ever had to do. I did it anyway, and if you knew the truth, you would rejoice in his death. Otherwise-” He paused for a moment. “Otherwise, it would not be me you face today. It would have been him.”

All three of them stood in silence, letting the words hang in the air.

Anger overtook Selene’s senses. She threw herself at him, her blazing sword of light thrust towards his chest. The righteous light burned the pupils, but for all its fury, the blow suffered the same fate as the several before it. Upon striking the golden aura around the Crimson One, the sword was easily deflected like a toothpick trying to pierce a diamond. The shell was left unscathed while her crossblade shattered into pieces.

Immortal Defender! One of the Cloude family’s most treasured relics.

During their battle in the wastelands, the Crimson One had been beaten to the point of exhaustion. Injured and spent, it was this relic that saved his life and allowed him to escape. Since it came into possession of the Cloude family, Immortal Defender was considered one of the strongest relics to have ever been unearthed. It was capable of deflecting any attack thrown at it so long as the Crimson One had a shred of energy remaining.

“You all know in your hearts that the order to kill Baldur came from Arcturus. I was simply doing as I was commanded!”

The stones scattered around the Crimson One’s feet began to tremble. Gravity in this strange city was already weaker than the world outside, and under the influence of the Crimson One’s power, it failed entirely. Stones rose like they had a life of their own. Flecks of sickly green Castigation fire also emerged, giving more weight and power to the former Knight-Commander’s words.

Rock and flame danced around them, turning into a pulsing tide. The stones caught fire and glimmered like the night sky everywhere they looked.

“If you respect your father, if you love your friend, then you would not stand in my way. You should be helping me complete this important work. If I fail, then everything that Baldur went through will be for nothing. Raising your swords against me does not earn vengeance for Baldur. It insults his memory!”

Selene slowly raised the crystalline blade in her other hand. Transcendence, the sword of her father. The air around it warped threateningly, and as she hacked it at their foe, the ground split before a tremendous flood of energy. It smashed against the Crimson One’s defenses with so much intensity that it splintered stone. Still, it caused him no harm.

Inwardly, Cloudhawk cursed their continued failure. His defenses were too strong!

Sterling wasted no more time on words. Yes, Selene and Vulkan had begun to doubt, but nothing he said would push them beyond questions. They suspected that the Elysian leaders weren’t as righteous as they pretended to be. They doubted this Elysian cause they championed was as noble as they were led to believe. Perhaps – perhaps – their holy mission had nothing to do with divine justice after all.

But, it was all just suspicions. At the end of the day, all of the tragic things humans had suffered at the hands of the gods were tempered by their blessings. Others were forced to live in squalor, but not them. They were the fruit of Skycloud. The Elysian lands were home.

They’d never truly experienced the blood and death and violence. How could they understand the Crimson One’s position? How could they join him in his zealous pursuit?

Selene was strong. She could lift her hand against the Crimson One. She might even be able to make Arcturus nervous. But the gods? No – she was no threat to the gods.

For all her doubts, Selene knew one thing, that her father was the greatest demon hunter to wander the wastes. He traveled the world, bringing justice where there was none. He was a prideful, powerful defender of the righteous!

The drunk felt similarly. It had been years since he’d gone to Skycloud, and it was unlikely he would ever go back. But, it was a place that still held sway, and the ties he felt to it would remain forever. If ever the Elysian land came under dire threat and his service was needed, he would be the first to stand before their enemies.

This was the pride of a warrior and the commitment he had made. It was a responsibility that he was sworn to bear. For her.

Sterling was urging a war between the wastelands and Skycloud. Neither side could see eye-to-eye. Nothing about them offered a road to harmony. With the addition of all the enmity suffered through the years, there was no chance of reconciliation today.

The Crimson One had no choice. This battle was inevitable, and once they were dead, no one would remain who could stand in his way.

Meanwhile, Cloudhawk could feel the rising determination on both sides. Buffeting waves of energy crested around them, and with each passing second, his face darkened. The old zealot meant business this time. While it was true all three of his attackers were stronger than when they fought after Fishmonger’s Borough, the Master Demon Hunter was ten times – a hundred times the stronger after recovering from his old wounds.

Today, there would be death, and while the outcome was not certain, Cloudhawk did know the Crimson One was far stronger than they were prepared to deal with.

The three would-be assassins wasted no more time. They attacked in unison. Three attacks landed from three different directions, yet still, the golden aura held. The Crimson One raised the crosier in both hands while green fires danced above his head. All the while they’d been talking, the disparate spurts of Castigation fire had been gathering above him.

Whatever invisible dam held it back crumbled.

Deadly green fire surged towards them like a waterfall from the depths of hell, submerging the area. Anything the fires touched was dissolved, leaving nothing but a scoured landscape in its wake. Inch by inch, the fires crept forward in an insatiable need to consume.

The old drunk called for the protection of Dawnguard. Blinding rays of light shot out like the glory of the morning sun. The three invaders were wrapped in a circle of protection.

As the tide of Castigation fire reached them, it crashed against the golden light. Vulkan’s defenses dimmed almost immediately for he was not a demon hunter specialized in mental fortitude. At best, he commanded relics as well as a veteran, so how could he hope to stem the fury of a Master Demon Hunter?

But, it bought them enough time.

Cloudhawk summoned the power of his phase stone. Just as the golden light was overwhelmed, he and his two companions blinked to a location several hundred meters away.

He found himself standing atop a nearby building looking out over the sea of fire. The spot they once occupied was engulfed in flame along with a vast swath of the surrounding area. Towers and buildings caught in the crossfire were slowly beginning to fall apart. It was a nightmare to behold.

It was almost more than he could believe. Was this the power of a Master Demon Hunter?

The endless fires rose up into the air, heedless of logic or gravity.

The Crimson One’s golden outline was barely visible beneath the torrent of Castigation Fire. Tendrils of it curled around him like angry dragons, changing directions at his whim. He was like some unimaginable horror with whipping tentacle arms of all-consuming fire.

“Since you refuse to obey, then you will die!”

The Crimson One’s hand shot up, and in response, a column of Castigation Fire rose towards his attackers. Though not overly fast and weak in appearance, no one doubted the destruction the fires could cause. Everything caught in its path, even whole buildings, was erased. To the Master Demon Hunter, the whole world was made of paper, eager to burn.

Plumes of fire were belched into the air and began to fall around them like fire from the heavens.

At the same time, the Crimson One lashed out with several tendrils of flame. They whipped towards Cloudhawk and the others from the front and both sides, each one the size of a bull. A glance was enough to know these spears of fire could pierce even the strongest foes.

Tongues of fire descended from above, and a sea of flame raged below. All around were whipping tendrils like spears of broken jade. They were caught in a raging deluge, as though the apocalyptic war between gods and demons had been summoned once again to this place.

Nothing could bear the touch of Castigation, and whole buildings collapsed under the assault. It was as terrible as hellfire and threatened to cleanse all worldly things from reality. At the heart of the torrent was the Crimson One sparkling in a shell of golden light and commanding a horde of green tentacles. To any who witnessed it, he was no different from a God or a Demon.

Denizens of Fallowmoor saw the conflict from far away, witnessed their leader become an avatar of destruction. Every soul was left breathless by the scene. He had to be one of the world’s strongest living creatures – someone who could contend against the divine and unholy with nothing but his own power!

Dawn, locked in combat with Dumont and the others, lifted her head to witness the scene. Panic crept into her pretty eyes. There was no question that the Crimson One had returned to full strength, which meant even her grandfather was no match for him.

What were Cloudhawk, Selene, and that old drunk supposed to do? Against someone like this, their whole team didn’t even have a forty percent chance of escaping with their lives. With just those three? Ten percent at best.

Dawn needed to help them.

Her distracted state allowed Dumont to catch her with another violent collision. She couldn’t get free, not when these enemies had her pinned down. All she could do was pray.

Cloudhawk, if you can’t beat him, you have to run. That’s what you’re best at, right? Don’t get hurt. Please don’t get hurt!
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Any who suffered the touch of Castigation perished!

Such an overwhelming and all-encompassing display was impossible to avoid completely. A Master Demon Hunter’s mental powers were enough to maintain this nightmarish assault for a long time, so trying to wait it out was simply waiting for death.

After furiously trying to find any other method, Cloudhawk determined the only way to survive was to beat their enemy as quickly as possible. So, it was basically impossible.

He was surrounded by Castigation Fire and protected by Immortal Defender. What were the three of them supposed to do?

Up till now, the most they’d managed was to poke at the Crimson One and test his defenses. What they discovered was that even if they threw everything they had at the golden aura, it stood firm. So, as far as they could tell, there was no solution to the very deadly situation they found themselves in.

Meanwhile, the Crimson One’s attacks were only getting more ferocious. Attack after deadly attack was thrown their way, from the rain of fire overhead to the lake of fire below to the scores of flaming tentacles aimed their way.

Once again, the old drunk called on Dawnguard’s power to protect them, at least temporarily. He and Selene tried to break through the rapidly encroaching blockade of Castigation and thus created an opportunity to attack the Crimson One. Though it was only the second time the two had fought together, they executed their plan with stunning cooperation.

Many were the skills the old man learned from the Temple. He danced among the deadly flames like a specter. What’s more, his mental prowess was enough to protect him from Castigation. Whipping tentacles and raining fire couldn’t break his defenses, at least not yet.

Selene didn’t have the same mystical skills as the former War Saint, but she did have formidable skills of her own. Her mental powers were practically limitless, and her Holy Vestments were able to protect her at least marginally from the deadly fires. So long as she defended a few key areas from the flame and avoided a direct blow, she needn’t fear being devoured.

Yet, despite their well-executed cooperation, it was no use. The Crimson One gave them no quarter. Their attacks were almost clumsy to his well-trained eye.

First, he released a wall of fire to keep the old man at bay. He followed that with a barrage of fireballs towards Selene.

Her retreat was cut off, so she had nowhere to turn when the Crimson One rose into the air and came streaking towards her with incredible speed. His crosier came down on her like a cudgel, but she deflected it with her two swords. The strength of the blow knocked her backwards.

As she struggled to regain her footing, the fires reached for her like the abyss of hell opening its maw to receive her. Spouts of flame lapped at her vestments like the grasping hands of the dead.

Selene felt her heart seize for a moment as she lost her balance. She fell back towards the hungry fires when suddenly, she felt herself get yanked to the side. All at once, the world whipped by and she found herself dozens of meters from where she’d nearly died.

Coughing up a mouthful of blood, she felt her heart race and her chest burn. The old drunk was also forced back. No one questioned the Crimson One’s overwhelming strength. He was handily pinning down three attackers without any real danger to himself.

“Let me take a shot!”

“Don’t be stupid… you can’t break his defenses!”

Selene hadn’t even finished talking before Cloudhawk blinked out of view. When she spotted him again, she was shocked to discover he’d brazenly teleported right in front of their enemy, blocking his path forward.

Putting himself in front of a Master Demon Hunter was suicide!

Almost on instinct, the green fiery tentacles lashed towards Cloudhawk. But, they achieved nothing!

As experienced as Sterling was, he’d never met someone who could completely ignore the Castigation Fires. However, it took him only a second to realize what sort of power this was.

Cloudhawk tightened his grip on Ardent Wrath. It was now or never. He would put all their hopes on this strike!

He leaped into the air with the sword held aloft. As he brought it down on the priest, Ardent Wrath burst into fire. The dancing red blade cleaved through the green tentacles and struck the Crimson One’s golden aura.

The Master Demon Hunter hardly paid it any mind.

In his phased state, Cloudhawk was immune to damage, but neither could he cause any. His attacks were useless, so why attempt it? Was it some sort of feint?

Ardent Wrath’s fiery blade passed right through the golden barrier. Cloudhawk’s attack passed through Immortal Defender’s protection like it wasn’t there.

This was the moment. Success or failure depended on what happened next.

At the risk of being consumed by the spectral fires, Cloudhawk allowed his phase state to collapse. His weapon was already through the Crimson One’s barrier and inserted in his body. The blazing sword once again entered into real space along with its owner, manifesting within the Crimson One.

“What?!”

Sterling’s face became pale, and he pushed himself away from Cloudhawk as quickly as possible. At the same moment, Cloudhawk felt a bone-jarring repelling force knock him away!

This sort of dimensional attack was much different from physical blows. When an object shifted from outside of one dimension into another, it tore apart anything in the space it inhabited. If the energy it attempted to displace was as strong as or stronger than itself, a powerful oppositional energy arose.

It was just like years ago when Cloudhawk overcame Drake’s defenses with a dead tree branch. Drake was a talented martial artist even back then. His body was as hard as steel, so Cloudhawk’s stick couldn’t even scrape his skin. Yet, through his phasing ability, he’d managed to shove a dead stick all the way through and seriously injure Drake. It was proof of how dangerous the combination of an attack and his phase ability could be.

It didn’t matter how strong the Crimson One’s Immortal Defender was. It could be twice as strong and still be incapable of protecting him from an attack that didn’t even come from the same reality. A clear fissure was visible where Cloudhawk’s sword had pierced it.

The Crimson One stared in wide-eyed disbelief. His relic was one of Skycloud’s best defensive items. By all rights, it should've been all but impermeable. So long as he had any mental energy remaining, it was supposed to provide absolute protection... but not against a dimensional strike.

After tearing open a hole, Cloudhawk suffered tremendous backlash in the form of rebounding energy. The fires of Ardent Wrath immediately dimmed to the point that it seemed unlikely to do the Crimson One any real harm.

The Crimson One did not hesitate, did not let panic take hold. He danced backward out of the way while simultaneously launching a counterstrike with his crosier. The staff moved so quickly that several showy copies appeared, delivering several dozen blows against Cloudhawk.

Each one was expertly landed, snapping the younger man’s sturdy bones like they were twigs.

Each one infected his body with Castigation. Where the blows landed, tongues of green flame wormed into his flesh.

“Get away!” Selene screamed.

Cloudhawk’s vision began to dim. He felt the terrible power surging inside of him. Selene’s scream reached him from across the battlefield, and he knew that his situation was grim. He had to retreat quickly or lose his life.

But, there wouldn’t be a second chance. How could he accept retreat now?

The cruelty and ferocity that lived deep in his wastelander bones rose to the surface. It seethed up from the depths of his heart. Engorged veins in his eyes made them swollen and bloodshot, and his face twisted into one of unbridled madness.

“I will not fall back until I break this fucking turtle’s shell!”

Cloudhawk roared in defiance of his injuries. The stone around his neck bloomed with light, and a torrent of mental energy poured into his relics. The flames of Ardent Wrath were renewed, ten times stronger than before.

A power burst from it with astonishing strength like a condensed laser beam. It struck Sterling’s gold-encased body and viciously flung him to the ground. The Crimson One soared through the air like a golden meteor and kicked up a plume of dust when he landed.

The ground couldn’t sustain such immense force focused in one area. An enormous crater was carved out of the ground, but that wasn’t the end of it.

Cloudhawk’s clothes were in tatters. His invisibility cloak had started to burn, and the skin of his face was blackened and cracked. Scars from the fires were spreading out like inky tentacles and spurting from his pores.

He was being burned alive. Castigation Fire was trying to incinerate him from the inside out. His companions could see the furious power threatening to blow their friend apart.

The old drunk stared in horror. Was this kid trying to kill himself? Did he think he could take the Crimson One with him?

Cloudhawk dragged his sword and with it, the streak of pure energy. It carved a semicircle in the ground in its journey, once again slamming into the Crimson One and dragging him along the ground. The earth was cleaved apart, and whole buildings were felled by the force. In the end, he carved a semicircular trench a hundred meters long.

At last, Cloudhawk’s energy was spent.

Selene raced over to try and pull him to safety.

Cloudhawk collapsed onto the ground, unable to breathe. An indescribable pain wracked every corner of his being. He’d suffered the torture of Castigation Fire before, and it had nearly killed him. This time, it felt so much worse.

The inside of his body felt like a war zone. Every cell was being torn apart and put back together, a hundred million times a second. The pain was so excruciating that he fought just to maintain consciousness. Darkness was creeping in. He couldn’t think straight, much less continue the fight.

Selene impotently held his hand. She didn’t know what she could do.

He somehow managed to croak out a few words through his blackened throat, “Did… I… kill him?”

If the Crimson One could be so easily defeated, then he would not be worthy of the title Master Demon Hunter. The man was enveloped in the golden radiance, floating ten meters above the ground. There, he quietly hovered, above a maligned ruin of landscape yet unscathed himself.

Panic gripped them as they saw that not a hair was displaced on the man’s body.

Ardent Wrath’s burning blade was pointed right at his chest, having torn a hole in that perfect defense. The condensed flames had plunged two inches past that golden shell. But alas, it was not enough! The angry flames had stopped a hair’s breadth from the Crimson One’s eye!

To put it simply, while Cloudhawk’s unique skills had allowed him to pierce the Crimson One’s defenses, he simply wasn’t strong enough to harm the Master Demon Hunter. It was only a matter of centimeters, but there were no trophies for almost enough.

“Impressive strength!”

The Crimson One was cold, calm, and dispassionate in his praise. He seemed almost devoid of emotion, showing no sign of frustration at nearly having his eye carved out. After all, for all the fury of Cloudhawk’s assault, he’d felt no danger.

Cloudhawk simply wasn’t good enough. He posed no threat.

The Crimson One stood before them, unscathed and confident. This was the root of his calm demeanor.

The red priest floated forward, once again filling the area with the suffocating weight of his power. Hungry green flames once again emerged from thin air to float around him, each one holding the promise of death. It reflected in the fear-filled eyes of the assassins as it spread once more.

He was too strong. Too dominating a foe. How could they hope to win against a monster like him?

Even the old drunk had despair written in the lines of his worn face. He had hoped at the outset that the Crimson One was still suffering from his old injuries. Instead, they found Sterling as strong as he had been in his prime – perhaps stronger. They were as threatening as ants before the might of this man.

Cloudhawk was spent. In his desperate gambit, he had achieved nothing but suffered much. Though his wounds were not yet lethal, they would come at a cost even if he survived. The cruel fires would ruin him, putting him in a state perhaps even worse than the old cripple he’d come with.


69 / Sublime Transcendence


Cloudhawk was violently coughing up blood. His wild attack had been costly. As the blood trickled from his lips and hit the ground, spurts of green fire leaped out from the boiling liquid as it melted a hole in the rocky ground.

Upon entering his blood, Castigation’s deadly effect awakened the virus that had been dormant. Trespasser and the Crimson One’s fires warred for supremacy with neither winning over the other. Cloudhawk was thus caught in a purgatory of agony, alive but in terrible pain. If not for Trespasser’s involvement, however, he would surely be dead.

For the blood he spat up to be consumed by fire… one could imagine the dire circumstances he was in.

Killing Adder had been a herculean task. Killing his father seemed impossible.

Selene watched Cloudhawk writhe in pain, grinding her teeth at how ineffectual she was. She was desperate to continue, to do anything. Her eyes were slightly red from fear and anger and from the pain that stabbed at her heart like a knife. It was a feeling she couldn’t remember experiencing since she learned of her father’s death.

This hopeless idiot! First in Greenland Outpost and now here! Why is he always so eager to get involved in fights that are beyond him?

Selene could feel him getting weaker. She clutched tightly to his hand, whose flesh was cracked and blackened. Stinging pain assailed her even through the gloves. Castigation was breaking through his skin and reaching for anything it could. If just being near him caused this pain, she didn’t want to imagine what Cloudhawk was feeling.

But the most frightening realization was that the destruction wrought by Castigation was irreversible. There was no medicine known to man that could heal the hellish fires.

Castigation infected his blood and seeped deep into his marrow. There was no cure! What’s more, the Crimson One’s staff had broken many of his bones in their vicious exchange, and the jagged edges had torn into his internal organs. Anyone Selene had seen with wounds this serious died quickly.

Pat… Pat…

Cloudhawk felt drops of water falling on his face. They eased the eternal agony that was eating him up from the inside, at least slightly. He managed to open his eyes and peer up at the face hovering above his own. His handsome features were hideously scorched, his skin blackened and split. When he smiled, the expression was horrific, but it was a genuine smile from the heart.

Selene was crying. It was her second time. As strong and stoic as she was, she was still a woman. Only in these rare moments was the gentle part of her spirit revealed. From the standpoint of a man, any price was worth seeing a woman this beautiful crying over him.

He struggled to speak, every syllable crackling like the fires that danced in his throat. “This fucker is too strong… I don’t think we can beat him.”

Selene’s answer came in a quavering tone, “Did you… do this for me?”

“You carry too much on your shoulders… I can see how tired you are. The pain you hide… I see it every time I look at you. I hate it. But I’m… not strong enough. I can’t help you.”

“No. You helped me find myself again. You made me rethink my life and showed me that the world isn’t all darkness and hate. You’ve already helped me so much.”

Was Cloudhawk’s suggestion to kill the Crimson One really just for the expeditionary forces’ benefit? Even he himself wondered when he’d become so altruistic.

He’d found the answer when he cast aside his sense of self-preservation and attacked the Crimson One. He didn’t really give a shit about the expeditionary forces. He did it because he hoped it might help Selene put down some of her burdens.

But, did she need him to do it? No! So Selene left him behind at the Elysian base and took the Temple’s warriors with her to the front. She hadn’t wanted him to be here where death was a real possibility. Of course, the moron had to stick his nose into everything and came anyway.

All for what? The Crimson One hovered above them entirely unscathed. The hole Cloudhawk had punched into his defenses was already being repaired.

Immortal Defender was more than strong. For all intents and purposes, it was indestructible. Yet, Cloudhawk had managed the impossible and tore open a hole. Even the Crimson One’s relic seemed taken aback, for it was slow to seal the fissure. This appeared to be the only flaw in the relic’s function.

Unfortunately, Cloudhawk had failed to do more than open a small crack. A breach this small would only require a few minutes for the relic to repair. Once that happened, Cloudhawk’s idiotic but valiant attempt would have been for nothing. The Crimson One would again be wholly invincible.

But what could they do? Cloudhawk, with the help of his incredible phase stone, had only managed to tear open a small hole. What means did they have of trying to break through that golden shield?

Motes of green fire were gathering over the Crimson One’s head. He released another torrent of Castigation towards Selene.

The old drunk’s eyes went wide. “Selene, get out of the way!”

Selene’s Holy Vestments were powerful, of the same caliber as Castigation Fire. Because of this, they were able to withstand the all-consuming fire, at least to some degree. However, she had no way to protect the already gravely wounded Cloudhawk.

If she escaped the threat for her own safety, she would be abandoning her friend.

What’s more, the waterfall of green fire was too powerful. Although Selene was as strong as Adder had been, she wasn’t mighty enough to fend off an attack of this magnitude. Choosing to stand against it was a death sentence.

Death and destruction loomed over the two small figures. Selene didn’t flinch, didn’t budge. In her heart, she was at peace. Wherever he was, there was always some measure of peace.

Four years ago in Blackflag Outpost, huddled in his small shack. Their meeting was predestined. From that moment on, their lives had been inexorably tied. Together, they’d fled through the wastelands, fending off death at every turn and, during that struggle, had become companions.

Then came the battle at Greenland Outpost. The Bloodsoaked Queen had been struck back down to earth from her lofty pedestal. Both of them cast aside title and identity and saw one another for who they were beneath all that. After that, they were friends.

Four years passed. They’d spent such a brief time together, but the impact they’d had on each other’s lives loomed large.

If Cloudhawk had never met the Bloodsoaked Queen, he would have never learned about demon hunters. He would have known nothing about the Elysian lands or Skycloud City. All of the experience thereafter – good and bad – would never have come to pass.

Selene had spent such a brief time with Cloudhawk, but he was responsible for the single biggest transformation in her life. He had left an indelible mark on her heart. He occupied an important and unassailable position in her eyes.

Cloudhawk was a lone wolf.

So was Selene.

They were two lonely souls who met each other at a crucial moment in time. Maybe it was fate. Maybe it was divine predestination. Cloudhawk was the only person in the whole world who could open Selene’s eyes to the truth of the world. Her one real friend and probably her last.

The heavens had delivered a man like this to her side. She would not allow anyone to take him from her!

He risked his life for me. I will give my life to protect him.

They were companions, in life and death! They shared glory and failure, victory and defeat!

Selene was a warrior down to her bones. She wasn’t much for words and kept everyone at arm’s length with her aloof persona. She was unapproachable, but when she finally came to acknowledge something or someone, she was dogged in her persistence and loyalty. Nothing would sway her.

Selene turned her head towards the encroaching torrent. The sickly green light danced across her resolute face, a hundred million butterflies of flame.

As the deadly fires came crashing towards her, there was no trace of fear or apprehension in her. The blazing sword in her grip shrunk until it was once again a small crucifix of pure white.

Was she giving in? No! Of course not! Surrender was not a word Selene knew the meaning of.

She held Transcendence aloft, its crystal blade twinkling in the stark light. Within the hilt of this unsullied, masterwork blade was a small indentation just the right size for a cross. “I made a promise. I will not go back on my word.”

She placed her crucifix in the opening. It slipped right in.

The two relics were a perfect fit like they were meant to be together all along. In fact, the two were forged together, intended to be used as one. Each one individually was a powerful tool, but together, they created a relic of epic capabilities.

A burst of power caused Selene’s raven black hair to dance in the wind. Her pure white armor came alive with an internal glow. The tempestuous winds that followed blew the motes of green fire to either side like she was parting a sea. Meanwhile, a single thread of light crept up from the center of the crystal blade.

This was the weapon of a god, capable of sweeping away any mortal thing in its path.

Transcendence, asleep for decades, had finally awakened.

As the light of the weapon split his fiery attack, the Crimson One did not see a twenty-year-old girl in his path. To his eyes, the figure was a middle-aged man of righteous bearing, encased in pure white light with this godly weapon leveled against him.

Countless demons had been felled by Transcendence’s crystal edge. So many legends revolved around the man in snow-white Holy Vestments.

A power like that persisted forever, its spirit endless. Especially now that this beautiful heiress had risen to bear the righteous tools of her father, the light he bore would never be extinguished.

The Crimson One was distracted by seeing his brother’s glory reflected in the visage of his daughter. The roaring flames ebbed.

Selene raised her weapon, Sublime Transcendence, and shut her eyes. Her mind went blank, her heart silent. “Father… please be with me.”

Selene brought her sword down, and the fires parted. A streak of holy light illuminated everything around them, a beam of pure heavenly energy.

A gully was carved through the torrent of fire, splitting it into two streams. The fierce winds were like a harnessed hurricane. It was fast, furious, and unpredictable.

The Crimson One snapped back to the present just as Selene jumped into the air, poised for her second strike.

A crushing aura fell over him, strong enough to shatter mountains and part seas. It came roaring towards his gold-encased form with such power that he could hardly believe it.

Sublime Transcendence was one of the most powerful relics in the whole of the Elysian lands. Selene aimed the full might of it right at the small fissure Cloudhawk had cut in his defenses.

Her strike widened the rift. The Crimson One’s face showed a note of fear.

Sublime Transcendence was just as incredible a relic as Castigation Fire or Immortal Defender, but the threshold required in order to command the relic’s power was high. Even Baldur, as mighty as he was, would not have been able to summon the sword’s strength at Selene’s age. It was incredible to behold, that a girl so young could call upon the weapon in such a mighty display.

She delivered two strikes, one after the other. Already, the color was drained from her face from the strain, for the weapon demanded much. Her Holy Vestments blazed with the fire of a star as it imbued her with mental energy.

She reared back for a third strike.

“If you’d had another four or five years of training, not even I could say with confidence that I could defeat you. But today, you are not strong enough.”

The Crimson One pushed the shock from his mind and recovered his calm, calculating persona. Selene was a child in her earlier twenties. However vaulted her talent, innate ability only went so far.

Children like her were no match for a man like the Crimson One, a Master Demon Hunter who made his name decades ago.

She didn’t let his words distract her. Selene hacked at her foe with a third strike, finally cracking the golden shell. Only, it just barely fell short like Cloudhawk’s attempts before. The Crimson One was still unharmed.

“That is all you will manage!”

His crosier burst into flame and came at her with blinding speed. Countless images of it dashed through the air like an impenetrable net.

She couldn’t see a way through this area attack and was struck half a dozen times. The onslaught of blows knocked her ten or so meters back. The beating had left a mark, and fresh blood stained her fine white garments.

The Crimson One shook his head.

Such a pity… the dour reality they faced sapped him of energy.

He felt drained, not from the effort of the battle but from what he witnessed in Cloudhawk and Selene. He felt like his time had indeed passed. All he could manage was a prelude, but the future was destined to be written by young and talented people like them.

This deep, abiding powerlessness made him feel… tired.

If he killed these two rising stars, it would be a tragedy for the future of their species. But he had to.

The Crimson One prepared himself to deliver the killing blow.

“It looks like you forgot about me.”

The gruff, slightly slurred voice came from behind. The Crimson One turned with cold, indifferent eyes towards the drunk. Cloudhawk and Selene had been defeated. What could this washed-up old warrior do to turn the tide?


70 / Apex Attack


The old drunk had watched the two young people in their battle against the Crimson One.

Cloudhawk’s mysterious dimensional powers took everyone by surprise, and Selene’s Sublime Transcendence was destructive on another level. But what the vagabond noticed most of all was the deep connection those two shared.

It was pure and undisguised, one of life’s most profound connections. It was also the source of life’s greatest power. The look in Selene’s eyes was one that the old man found familiar.

Back when the drunk was the lauded War Saint, everyone acknowledged that he was the greatest martial artist of their time. He rose to fame as a favorite of the gods and was well-known even in his youth. Those were the greatest days of his life, the peak of his heroism.

Countless young women vied for his attention back then. One of them was a girl like Selene: beautiful, prideful, and strong.

Two people: one living in the height of his glory and the other in her most pure and innocent years. It was the perfect time for them to meet, and if they had chosen to follow their hearts, it would have been a fairytale love story.

Sadly the War Saint’s heart was filled with arrogance and ambition. He was determined to explore the limits of the human body and open the door to new realms of potential. Desperate was he to surpass the towering figure of the War God and become the strongest person under heaven.

The two were together every day but might as well have been separated by a vast ocean.

The old drunk, in his folly, expected his dreams to consume all his life. He left no space for anything but the dogged pursuit of his goals. She was content to wait and follow in his footsteps so that when he reached the summit of his mountain, he would look back and see her.

Happiness had been right there, just within reach. No longer.

It took him so long to wake up. Half a lifetime he’d carried this regret and was still unable to put it aside. Only in the abyss of his darkest days did he realize what he really wanted. It wasn’t to be the greatest martial artist or to be an enduring celebrity for the ages. It meant nothing to rise above all the rest of humanity if you stood at the peak alone.

He made her wait for so long… so now he would hold her in memory for all the rest of his days. It was too late to tell her what he really felt, but in the depths of his heart, it had given him a measure of faith to hold on to.

Today, whatever the cost, he would protect these two young people.

The Crimson One peered at the mighty warrior of bygone days. “It seems you were also gifted Woodland Vale’s medicines, yet you remain a far cry from your former glory. Even at the height of your skills, you were never a threat to me.”

“We haven’t fought yet. Don’t you think it’s a little preemptive to declare victory?”

“Hmph. I can kill you with a snap of my fingers.”

Cloudhawk’s small fissure in his golden defense had been hacked open even further. This formerly invincible opponent now had an obvious weak point. It was their one opportunity. If they did not act fast, Immortal Defender would seal the crack, and any hope of victory would be lost.

The Crimson One could buy time or take a defensive posture in order to give Immortal Defender a chance to recover. From that point on, he would again be invincible and could handle these invaders at his leisure.

However, he was a Master Demon Hunter and had a Master Demon Hunter’s pride!

The old man before him had once been cheered throughout the realm, their glorious War Saint. Despite his taunts, Vulkan would have been a force to be reckoned with back in his prime.

In order to spare his own pride, the Crimson One didn’t want to resort to dirty tactics when fighting a crippled old man. So, he rose up higher off the ground, trailed by tendrils of Castigation Fire. They spread out all around him like the grasping arms of an octopus.

“We’re both old men, priest. Too old to cling to idealism. The future belongs to the young.”

The old man drew himself up as he spoke, causing his joints to pop and creak in protest. His hunched figure straightened to his full height while his old bones visibly rolled back into place beneath the skin. He almost seemed to expand as toned muscles appeared where moments before, there was only emaciated, papery flesh.

He was changing right before the Crimson One’s eyes.

Dirty, patchwork rags still hugged his form, and he still looked like he’d been dragged out of a gutter. The many half-empty bottles hanging from him remained, but there was something fundamentally different about his presence.

The Crimson One’s response was a direct and violent assault. Four or five tendrils of flame lashed out at the drunk, surrounding him.

He didn’t budge one inch, as still as a statue.

However, just as the fire was about to swallow him up, the old man’s body vanished like a shadow under the midday sun. A torrent of green fire slammed into the ground wherever the old man appeared, but it only managed to strike his illusion each time. The old man was too fast, rapidly changing his position on the battlefield with such speed that the Crimson One could only follow an afterimage of him. None of the tendrils could pin him down.

It wasn’t teleportation, but at short distances, the drunk’s speed might as well have been. The Crimson One couldn’t tell where he was or where he was going.

The old man’s recovery was more complete than the Crimson One had assumed. He was using a mighty and effective skill from the Temple – Shadowstep!

His incredible speed allowed him to dodge attacks and close the distance between them. However, such a physically intensive skill was hard to use continually especially in the drunk’s condition. The Crimson One needed only to flood the area with his deadly fires and the drunk would eventually be caught in it.

Of course, the vagrant was not content to passively accept these attacks. He darted between the tongues of flame, both his hands lifting Dawnguard high. Its resplendent light burst forth like the morning sun as he came in for a direct assault.

He’d used this technique to beat back the dragons in Woodland Vale, for it was effective and powerful. However, today, he was not in the Vale, and the Crimson One was far more dangerous than any dragon.

Cane and crosier exchanged half a dozen thunderous blows. Neither side won the upper hand.

In their contest, several sparks of green fire had landed on the old man yet extinguished upon touching his iron-like skin. Small burn marks remained but nothing more. The power he was calling from inside of him flooded the exterior of his body and was strong enough to prevent Castigation Fire from infecting him.

Close combat? The old man was asking for death!

The Crimson One was no longer the grizzled warrior he once was, but doused in Castigation fire, there was no hope for the old drunk to break through. The green flames were spreading out through the area, leaving him with nowhere to go. How long could the drunk keep up their fight if he had to do it in a sea of fire?

Again, their weapons clashed. The old drunk was falling further behind.

Under constant assault from Castigation fire, Dawnguard’s surface had started to corrode. Even a relic as mighty as this could only suffer so much from the fires, and the effect was obvious in how the golden light surrounding him had begun to dim.

Each exchange saw the Crimson One’s face grow increasingly cold. The fires gathered rapidly around him and danced across his body. “You could have found a hovel somewhere to live out the rest of your sad existence. Instead, you’ve chosen to come here, seeking death. I shall oblige.”

Immortal Defender still wrapped the priest in a shell of gold. Castigation Fire enveloped him further and turned him into a pyre of green destruction.

The Master Demon Hunter grew before his eyes until he towered over a dozen meters tall, but it was transitory. He quickly coalesced from a dozen meters to a fireball five meters in diameter. The power that poured off of it was staggering! Was he preparing his final attack?

The old drunk slowly lifted his scorched cane.

Even at this critical moment, he felt his mind wander to an old promise. It called a wry grin to his face, full of bitter mirth.

“You said you wanted to see me perform the best technique in the world...”

His right hand shot out. He wrapped gnarled fingers around one end of the cane and let loose with a guttural roar. His hand jerked back and pulled a slender blade from inside the cane.

The moment the sword emerged, everything around them quivered from some shared resonance.

A strange power swept through Fallowmoor. It crested against the flames and forced them back as it was revealed that Dawnguard was not a cane but the sword hidden inside. The true depths of its strength were contained in this hidden relic.

The real Dawnguard!

Six years...

...six long years.

Years spent wallowing in guilt and self-pity. He’d fallen from the loftiest mountain peak to the muck below. A sad figure cast from the light of heaven into the abyss. In those six years, he’d lost everything, and the mighty War Saint became a miserable wretch suffering the indignity of his failures.

But now, he had somehow summoned the courage to draw Dawnguard once again. From the moment its holy light was allowed to shine anew, the War Saint was reborn.

For all the hardships, all the pain and all the hopelessness, there was a single truth: the dawn was brightest after the darkest night!

A man’s life was like a parabola, for the deepest valleys were followed by soaring peaks. Existence was a measure of ups and downs, the cruelty of constant change!

In his quest to forget, the old man had put all of his mind and all of his strength into the hidden sword. He wanted to lock it all away, keep it from view. For six long years, that’s where he kept the spirit of the old War Saint. When it was drawn, its light contained not only all of that mental fortitude and latent strength, it bore all of his frustrations, all of his regrets.

“This is what you wanted to see, wasn’t it, Jade? I hope you’re watching.”

When the two foes met against, it was like two comets colliding in space. The fury of their clash shook the whole city. Selene could feel in the power expelled that the old man had miraculously regained his former grandeur. The Crimson One was also calling on the full extent of his power.

Two legendary men in a contest that required everything they could summon. Selene feared she and Cloudhawk would be destroyed merely by being too close.

She turned her eyes away, heedless of who held the upper hand, and wrapped her arms around Cloudhawk. Selene lifted him up and ran while violent explosions and plumes of green fire erupted behind them. The resulting blast force felt like being struck by an Elysian warship. Both of them were flung to the ground, and she hacked up mouthfuls of blood. Cloudhawk was flung a dozen meters away, flailing like a broken doll.

Time passed, no one knew how long. The apocalyptic aftermath of the drunk’s attack slowly faded away.

No inch of ground nearby was unscathed, especially around the old warrior who stood with Dawnblade in hand, panting from the strain. His body was badly charred from the flames. It looked like the battle was over.

The Crimson One was no better off. At last, Immortal Defender had been completely defeated. Blood leaked from a wound that went straight through his chest and out from his back.

Both men had suffered gravely from their battle. Neither expected to find himself here.

The Crimson One’s expression was one of disbelief. Somehow, the old drunk had done it.

However, the old War Saint was hardly standing himself. After all, his injuries were old and intractable. He had called upon all the power asleep within him, but his body could not support it anymore. It would not allow him to make a second such attack.

On unsteady feet, the Conclave’s leader looked to his hands where the shattered remains of his crosier were clutched by pale fingers. The power wielded by Skycloud’s War Saint was nothing short of extraordinary.

But, it didn’t matter. In the end, he still lost.

Though his defenses were breached and he’d been wounded, the Crimson One was still a Master Demon Hunter. The strength of his mental fortitude empowered his body so that his wounds – although serious – did not influence his ability to fight as much as they would the martial artist.

Cloudhawk was unconscious. Selene had no fight left in her. The old drunk’s strength, astonishing as it was, was a flash in the pan.

It was over. They’d lost.


71 / Beyond All Expectations


The Crimson One’s vast mental powers were reaching their limit, but even near exhaustion, the threat he posed could not be understated. These defeated opponents were no longer worthy of any concern.

As the confrontation reached its final moments, a woman’s harsh voice called out, “I didn’t expect such a showing.”

A beautiful woman appeared in the air. She gently descended among them with lithe steps, cradling in one hand a cyan-hued staff. She was none other than the leader of the Conclave’s army, Natessa Windham.

When he saw her, the Crimson One demanded a report. “What is the situation outside?”

She had recently been promoted to commander of the wastelands alliance’s forces. She was supposed to be directing their actions on the battlefield, so her presence here had to mean the fight was over.

“Skycloud’s expeditionary forces have been contained and can no longer continue their assault on the city. They gather their forces to counter the Dark Atom, and General Skye is locked in combat with the Caliph of the Sands. Fallowmoor is under no threat for the time being.”

Morale was critical in battles like these. In failing to quickly conquer Fallowmoor and losing so many troops in the attempt, it was fully expected that the Elysians should be in low spirits. The losses they suffered had to be serious. Otherwise, Skye’s temper would not allow him to break off the assault.

Fallowmoor was safe. Skycloud would not break itself against the city and risk the losses it would entail.

General Skye had summoned most of his family’s strength to participate in this fight. If the Elysians chose to kill themselves and bring Fallowmoor down with them, there was a real chance it could happen. However, it would be a foolish decision from the perspective of Skycloud and the Polaris family.

“I am here seeking permission to lead out troops out of the city.”

“Lead them away from Fallowmoor?”

Their current success in stalling the Elysians was due to the defensive environment surrounding Fallowmoor. Leading their forces out to face the expeditionary force on more even footing gave them no advantage to speak of.

“I’m told reinforcements from the Barrens will arrive soon. There is no better opportunity for us to deliver a crushing blow than right now. While we may have repelled their assault on our city, the bulk of their forces remain intact. If we allow them to return to Skycloud with information about our city, we’ll have an army twice the size on our doorsteps in two months.”

She paused for a moment to let her warning sink in.

“The wastelands are weak compared to our enemies. This war has cost us dearly in manpower and equipment, and I am not confident we will be able to survive a second attack of this magnitude. General Skye would not expect a counterattack from Fallowmoor after repelling his forces, and we can use this to add to the pressure from the Dark Atom and reinforcements from the Northern Barrens. An attack from three angles will completely rout the Elysian forces and rid us of their greatest general.”

She was suggesting abandoning defense for offense.

Their city had just been rocked by a vicious offensive. Taking the fight to their enemies was easier said than done.

It put them at great risk. The expeditionary forces’ withdrawal could be a feint meant to lull Fallowmoor into a false sense of security. If they lowered their defenses, they would be naked, left open to any sneak attack.

However, Natessa had studied her enemy, and she knew Skye Polaris was an arrogant man. She had also studied the Crimson One and saw that he was overly cautious. Skye was familiar with the Crimson One too and would be betting on his typical timidity. Since he did not know the North was sending reinforcements, playing against his assumptions would give them a powerful advantage.

The Crimson One was the leader of the wastelands alliance, so he could not take the field himself. General Skye would not be expecting Natessa leading them to the field, however.

The priest considered her tactic and determined it would be a lethal blow from Skye’s blindspot. It was a clever strategy. If they were able to attack the Elysians on three fronts, the odds of victory would rise to seventy percent or better. It was a risk worth taking.

“Very well. Go at once.”

Selene and the drunk heard her order and felt an icy grip in their hearts. Even if the expeditionary forces survived, they would suffer tremendous casualties. They won’t be able to continue this war for at least half a year.

The Crimson One’s attention returned to his three would-be assassins. He slowly walked towards them as green fire danced in the palm of his right hand.

“We end this here.”

The drunk could feel it, the deadly intent of their enemy. He wanted to protect them, but he had no strength left. The Crimson One raised his hand, preparing to incinerate the three invaders so that nothing remained.

Standing behind him, Natessa suddenly raised her head. Her eyes, usually as unreadable as the depths of the ocean, suddenly saw something ripple across. It was a deep, dark, profound intent to kill.

Her cyan staff flared brightly as she thrust it right into the Crimson One’s back.

Were he not injured, the Master Demon Hunter could have avoided her dastardly attack. If his Immortal Defender had survived the drunk’s assault, her ploy would have been meaningless. If the Crimson One had even an ounce of suspicion towards Natessa, he wouldn’t have turned his back on her.

But, none of that applied. He was exhausted, defenseless, and focused on eliminating the threats he expected. Natessa had been ready the moment he made the error of putting her out of mind.

She, like the others from Hell’s Army, was a veteran soldier with years of experience. Her timing and speed were perfect.

Cyan blue flashed as keenly as a blade.

It tore through thick red robes, through coarse skin, and out again from the Crimson One’s chest. Blood gushed from the new wound.

Natessa slapped her palm against the end of her weapon, still lodged in her victim. It fired through the Master Demon Hunter as a streak of light, lodging itself in the ground below. A gaping hole was left behind.

The Crimson One’s face underwent a rapid series of changes. First was surprise, then confusion, then anger, and finally, disappointment. All of these emotions came too late for him to act on. In the left side of his chest where his heart should have been was only an empty cavity. No one – Master Demon Hunter or not – could survive such trauma.

“You… really...”

He couldn’t finish the thought. A hoarse rattle came up through his throat as he pulled his right hand away from the drunk and towards Natessa. But, she was a step quicker.

A twisted wind blade sparked to life in her hand, and she hacked it at him before the flames arrived.

His right arm was cleaved from his shoulder, sending Castigation Fire spiraling in all directions. Gouts of flame blasted open ravines in the surrounding cityscape.

Natessa danced weightlessly into the air on her Windstep boots. They shimmered with power as she delivered a kick right to the Crimson One’s chest. Compressed air was released in a concussive blast that tore the abused priest’s clothes apart.

The bones of his chest collapsed, leaving a sickening indentation. The Crimson One careened through the air several dozen meters.

Natessa raced after him.

He wanted to ask why, but the look in her eye as she caught up told him everything.

Lies…

It had all been lies.

This wasn’t a betrayal because Natessa had never been loyal to him!

From the beginning, Hell’s Army had moved at the expert machinations of some shadowy hand back in Skycloud. Everything that happened on the Blisterpeaks was a calculated, masterful performance!

Hell’s Army was responsible for the death of Aegir Polaris, several high-ranked officers, and thirty thousand soldiers. Heinous, but no different from the missions they performed in the years prior. This was a task, one they were ordered to perform.

For years, they slaughtered civilians on the whims of their superiors. Why would they balk at killing soldiers? But who? Who gave this order? Who condemned so many of their own countrymen to death?

The answer was clear in the Crimson One’s mind before it even formed the question. He was just unwilling to accept it.

There was only one person in Skycloud who would give that kind of order without even blinking an eye. Now that all was revealed, it fit his style perfectly.

The Crimson One felt his whole body growing colder. The coldness was so overwhelming that it seeped right down into his soul, making even his spirit tremble. It was fear – but not of death. It was ten times worse than a fear of death.

One thought echoed over and over again in his final moments. He can’t succeed. I have to find some way to stop him!

Natessa flashed across the ground, wrenching her staff free. Her face was a dispassionate mask as she moved in to finish the job. She never said a word, never betrayed her feelings. Natessa was a ruthless and efficient tool, and she would not be stopped.

One target, one mission: kill the Crimson One.

The last vestiges of his life force were fading from him. As his body gave up any attempts to recover, it released all remaining energy into a deluge of pure force. He slapped his left hand against the ground, causing the ground to fracture and geysers of flame to emerge.

Natessa was forced to dance nimbly away from the attack, escaping the prison of flames before it could close around her.

As her legs pumped furiously to get her to safety, the Windstep boots came back into play. Every step she took was propelled by bursts of compressed air. She used the momentum to dance between columns of flame.

She raced around to one side and then came rushing in again to resume her attack. She threw spirals of cutting wind at him in quick succession!

The Crimson One knew he was dying. He summoned several walls of flame to protect himself, though the effort caused him to vomit mouthfuls of blood and shredded viscera.

All his life, wherever he tread, the earth itself had trembled. But now, it was all over.

He didn’t even have enough strength to fight back against someone as inconsequential as Natessa!

He came to a final decision. Bleeding profusely and quickly reaching his end, the Crimson One dashed across the ground and snatched Cloudhawk before fleeing further into Fallowmoor.

Selene tried to stop him but was too slow. She watched with wide eyes as her friend was dragged away.

As the Crimson One ran, his body poured forth Castigation. Countless sparks of green light hung in the air with his passage, which prevented Natessa from giving chase. Upon finding a hidden corner, he stopped.

Today, fate had come calling. It had come at a time and in a fashion he had not foreseen.

Cloudhawk remained unconscious. Castigation was still scorching him from the inside, causing his skin to crack open, only to regenerate and crack again moments later. Spurts of fire belched from inside him when his skin split like he was a piece of coal. It was astonishing to the Crimson One that this young man was somehow still alive.

Was this the will of the gods?

He came to the grim realization that the Wastelands Alliance, which he had painstakingly built, was doomed to tragedy. Knowing this, he took action. Stretching out his hands, he placed them on Cloudhawk’s chest, drawing forth the flames. Tongues of green fire slithered out of Cloudhawk and back into the Crimson One. With the threat of Castigation removed, Cloudhawk’s body quickly began to recover.

The priest then reached into the wound in his own chest and extracted a small orb. Smoldering like a ball of fire composed of energy, runes glimmered upon the item’s surface. Whatever this was, it seemed composed of something neither material nor energetic.

It was a source flame! From it, the Crimson One could summon the deadly Castigation Fire!

Bloodied fingers forced the source flame into Cloudhawk’s mouth. Once he retracted his trembling fingers, all the fires within him once again returned to the young man’s scalded form.

“The flames of Castigation belong to you now...”

“Wake up... you need to wake up, quickly!”

The Crimson One looked down at Cloudhawk with a drawn, bitter, desperate expression.


72 / Surprise Schemes


Cloudhawk’s consciousness was in a state of flux. It felt like he was falling through purgatory, a nightmare landscape of fire that burned him but wouldn’t let him die. The hungry fires weren’t hot – on the contrary, they felt as cold as ice like millions of tiny icicles digging into every inch of his body. All the while, pieces of him were disintegrating and reforming.

This agony seemed to stretch on forever.

Until, at last, relief. It spread out through him as a wave of some unfamiliar power filled his body. All at once, the unending torment subsided, and he felt his life force returning.

Cloudhawk slowly opened his eyes. Everything hurt, and although the Castigation Fire was gone, the wounds from it would keep him on his back for a long time.

“What am I doing here?!”

When his eyes focused, he saw the white-haired badly wounded figure of the Crimson One looming over him.

Wasn’t this the same man who nearly killed him? What was going on?!

The Crimson One was badly wounded. Fatal was a better way to describe it. A hole in the left side of his chest had blown right through his heart, and blood was pouring from it. His crimson robes were stained an even darker hue. In addition, his right arm was missing from the shoulder, and his entire chest appeared to have caved in. Broken bits of bone jutted from his flesh, and stab wounds from his contest with the old drunk were also visible.

None of his internal organs were whole anymore. All the blood within him was leaking from his punctured heart. It didn’t matter who or what you were – the strongest mutant in the wastes or even a Master Demon Hunter – wounds like these meant certain death.

The Crimson One’s voice was hoarse and low. “I don’t have much time, so we won’t waste time with nonsense.”

Cloudhawk’s mind raced to comprehend the situation. The Crimson One had apparently rescued him. Only, just a moment ago, he’d been trying to kill them all. It made no sense. There had to be a reason why the priest would suddenly change his mind and spare his life.

The Crimson One briefly gave him context, explaining Natessa’s treachery. It was Hell’s Army that delivered the fatal blow?

Strong as the Giant was, she didn’t have the ability to take on a Master Demon Hunter. He didn’t ask for the details, for the Crimson One was in his final moments and clearly had more to say.

“I was wrong from the beginning.” The Crimson One slowly shut his eyes. “Hell’s Army never betrayed Skycloud. It was a play by Arcturus all along to undermine the wastelands.”

“Impossible!” Cloudhawk blurted out. “Their crimes are unforgivable. There’s no way they’ll be allowed back into the Elysian lands after what they’ve done. They killed a general, officers, and thousands of soldiers!”

“And if they hadn’t, would I have trusted them?” His ashen face betrayed anger and frustration. He hadn’t thought he would be so thoroughly fooled and defeated. “You trained with them for three years. You know how Hell’s Army operates. You say they eradicated a village without batting an eye. Do you believe there is anything they wouldn’t do? Their treachery at the Blisterpeaks was all part of their mission – serving the same function they always have.”

The same function? Cloudhawk couldn’t accept the explanation. Thirty thousand soldiers lost their lives on the Blisterpeaks, many of them Skycloud’s elite! Two of them were leaders!

“You still don’t see? What happened in those mountains was killing two birds with one stone!” The Crimson One’s dimming eyes opened again. “Aegir, Roc, the border forces, the guard corps… all of them loyal to the Polaris family. Skycloud’s two major families have been at one another’s throats for years. A masterstroke… in one move, he dealt a serious blow to the wastelands and cut the Polaris’s family’s influence by a tremendous margin. He forced Skye out onto the front lines and ensnared me as well. You must see the truth of who is behind all this.”

“You… you’re saying it was Arcturus?”

It all made sense.

Indeed, Skycloud had many advantages, but the wastelands weren’t helpless. Its people were forged in a deadly and inhospitable environment. Their cities and outposts were like weeds, clinging to the barest amount of resources in every nook and cranny. Skycloud was too far away. Its reach couldn’t extend into those dark corners.

If Arcturus really wanted to harm the wastelands, what was the best way to do it? Obviously, plant your own people among them, and Hell’s Army was the perfect poison seed.

But merely stating that they were defecting wouldn’t be enough to earn the wastelands’ trust.

When Arcturus ordered Hell’s Valley to save the Dark Atom, he did it knowing many Elysians would die. The wastelanders would see Hell’s Army as heroes. He would consolidate power back in Skycloud and eliminate those opposed to his rule – like the Polaris family.

Skye Polaris was completely ignorant of the fact that he was being played like a fiddle. In order to wash the stain of defeat from his family’s name and regain its glory, he had no choice but to lead the expeditionary forces out here personally. All of it was part of Arcturus’s plan. Every move everyone had made was orchestrated. They were all puppets dancing on the Governor’s strings.

Cloudhawk quickly recovered from the shock of the revelation. “Why did you spare me? Why are you telling me all of this?”

Sterling’s voice was growing weaker. “Arcturus is the sort of man who keeps his hand hidden, only moving when all the pieces have fallen into place. Once you can see what he was planning, you’ve already fallen into his trap. Then – boom, like a thunderclap. It’s already done. Hell’s Army has completed its mission. The Wastelands Alliance belongs to him.”

Cloudhawk’s eyes widened. “What are you saying?”

He already knew the answer. After all Hell’s Army had done, their reputation and status in this budding alliance were immense. Their veterans were now wastelander officers spread out through the whole of the organization. Like an insidious virus, they’d crept into every aspect and were accepted with open arms. Hell’s Army was the backbone of their rebellion.

Most importantly, it was only a short time ago that the Crimson One himself gave Natessa full control of their army. It more or less made her next in line to lead.

When he died, Natessa would take the reins.

This budding alliance, which had demanded so much to pull together… In the end, it was just another tool of Hell’s Army. Just another pawn for Arcturus.

How much had Sterling sacrificed to build this Conclave? What had it cost him?

For years, he concealed his identity and worked in the shadows. He built a religious order to hide his intent, even sending missionaries out to keep up appearances. All the while, he’d been working in the shadows, courting wastelander leaders, wooing potential allies. All of that groundwork came to fruition when Adder destroyed Skycloud’s border wall. It was the coup de grace that convinced them to follow the Sanctum of Judgment.

With bitter realization, the Crimson One saw that he hadn’t been as crafty as he thought he was. Arcturus, he suspected, had known about his plans all along.

Pointless! Useless! He’d spent all these years trying to defeat Arcturus, not work for him!

Arcturus was truly a master at these games. Without ever stepping foot from his mansion, from thousands of kilometers away, he had destroyed Sterling’s efforts with one well-placed token. He poisoned the fruits of his labor and revealed Sterling’s folly in the most painful and humiliating way possible.

He’d sacrificed his honor, his dignity, his son. Everything. All of it just so Arcturus could benefit. All of his efforts would be used to bolster the enemy!

Cloudhawk didn’t know what to say. The Crimson One’s whole life was a tragedy, and he was witnessing its end.

Sterling knew he was out of time. His heart was broken, both figuratively and literally, and it stained his bitter words. “His plans won’t stop here. This is just the beginning. Whatever you do, you must stop him.”

A scowl touched Cloudhawk’s scorched face. “If you’ve failed to stop him, what makes you think I can?!”

“First, Wyrmsole cannot be allowed to perish. He is the only person in the alliance who can stand against the Giants’ influence. If you tell him what you’ve learned, it may buy you some room to maneuver. Then… the expeditionary forces’ destruction is undoubtedly part of Arcturus’ plan. You must find a way to stop him.”

Cloudhawk was shocked. “What are you saying? Destroy Skycloud’s own army?”

“Skye’s forces have already failed their mission. Soon, he will face the combined might of the Northern Barrens, the Conclave, and the Dark Atom. We can’t let Skye and his soldiers fall. Otherwise… Otherwise...”

The more he spoke, the more agitated the Crimson One became. He felt himself growing weak. Such a strange thing to be saying, he thought… as the Elysian soldiers warred with his own people, he was telling Cloudhawk to find a way to save Skycloud’s army from destruction.

“Otherwise, what?! What are you trying to say!?”

“Now that Arcturus has control of the Wastelands Alliance, it’s only a matter of time before he controls the entirety of the wastelands itself. If he is able to eliminate the Polaris family, then he will have total control of Skycloud and the wastes. If that is allowed to happen, no one will be able to stand against him.”

What the hell was Arcturus’s final aim? Even the Crimson One didn’t know. If he’d known, he wouldn’t have been outplayed so thoroughly. He wasn’t sure anyone had the capability to defeat Arcturus, but at the very least, someone had to try and stop him from taking control of the known world!

The sound of airbursts sounded nearby. Natessa was catching up.

The Crimson One wrenched Cloudhawk onto his feet and shoved him down the lane. “Remember what I told you!”

Cloudhawk was too wounded to fight and too confused to do anything but fight through the pain and run. He believed what the Crimson One had told him. Death had a way of getting the truth out of people.

He stumbled through the city until he found his way back to the old drunk and Selene.

After what he’d learn, the first order of business had to be locating Wyrmsole. Once he exposed the truth behind who commanded Hell’s Army, perhaps he could wrest the remnants of the Sanctum from this alliance. Fleeing into the wilderness, he could try and stop Hell’s Army from destroying the expeditionary force.

It was the only way Cloudhawk saw a way out of this.

Natessa floated through the air and descended towards the Crimson One. She said nothing as the Giant of Hell’s Valley launched into another set of vicious attacks with her corkscrew blade. In her other hand was the cyan staff. It struck so swiftly that it was almost a shadow.

The Crimson One didn’t have Castigation to protect him any longer. He had no means to fight back.

“Tell me...” He’d managed to somehow dodge her flurry of blows and was breathing heavily. “What is your relationship to Arcturus?”

Natessa’s hand tightened around her sword. She pushed off the air with her powerful legs and charged at the Crimson One. She streaked by like a gust of wind with her sword tracing a deadly path across the priest’s throat.

The Crimson One’s eyes went wide as the world turned end over end.

Thud.

He stared at the gray dome that served as Fallowmoor’s sky. It just hung there, as dark as his fate. An endless sadness filled him. He’d tried so hard to fight back, but in the end, darkness and defeat still claimed him.

One of Skycloud’s mightiest Master Demon Hunters, founder of the Wastelands Alliance whose name thundered across the Elysian lands, died in silence.

Natessa walked to the Crimson One’s headless corpse and began to feel through his clothing. She gathered a few items and then straightened up, looking up and down the lane. Her eyes quickly found Cloudhawk’s trail.

The Crimson One had definitely said something to him.

A whelp like Cloudhawk was no threat to Master Arcturus’s plans, but as they said, better to nip a problem in the bud. She would deal with him now while he was weak and injured.


73 / An Eighteen-Year Grudge


Wyrmsole was perturbed by how vicious this battle had become. Then, all at once, the sounds of combat fell silent. When the Crimson One failed to reveal himself, Wyrmsole felt an ominous pang in his chest.

Dawn Polaris, Mr. Ink, and Barb were keeping the mutants and Hell’s Army soldiers at bay. Clay Cloude was keeping ten Conclave priests locked down all by himself.

Concern had stolen an ounce of Wyrmsole’s attention, and at that moment, a frigid spear came stabbing towards his head. Frost de Winter came charging at him with lethal intent.

He wielded the spear as deftly as petals on the wind or snowflakes in a storm. Wyrmsole didn’t have anywhere to turn.

Frost’s mental acuity and martial prowess were the best of his generation. Even Wyrmsole had to be cautious or risk being slain. What he didn’t understand was why this white-armored, spear-wielding young man was so dogged in his desire to kill him!

He suspected Frost didn’t see him as merely a foe to be dealt with. To Arcturus’s disciple, Wyrmsole was a mortal enemy. What had he done to earn this young man’s enmity?

That dark foreboding grew in Wyrmsole’s heart. It would only go away once he knew the truth and saw for himself.

He opened his mind completely, spilling his mental energies into Skyfire Banner and holding it aloft. Streaks of fire shot out in a blazing inferno like countless fiery comets crashing down from the heavens. Coils of flame wrapped around his body, turning into a raging tornado.

The blazing storm stretched out in all directions. All the soldiers were forced to back away or get burned to cinders.

With his red robes flapping in the angry winds, Wyrmsole released the full force of his powers in the middle of the battlefield. He brazenly threw himself at Frost in an attempt to kill Arcturus’s prized disciple.

Clay’s voice shouted over the din, “Fall back! I’ll deal with him!”

Such was Wyrmsole’s skill. Few from the Elysian lands could withstand his full wrath. If caught in the deluge of flame, Frost would be killed or maimed without question.

Yet, he turned a deaf ear to the pleas of his keeper. Cold fury seethed behind his eyes, and, as straight as an arrow, he launched himself into the flaming tornado.

Frozen Dirge trembled, sensing the emotion from its bearer. Runes began to appear upon the weapon’s surface etched in frost, causing the air to crystallize. The ground below turned pale and was covered in hoarfrost while moisture immediately turned to snowflakes that were caught on the wind.

Frost’s body was the center of his own frozen domain. As he leaped off the ground towards his foe, his spear shining brilliantly, he stabbed it towards the heart of the fiery tornado with deadly precision.

A firestorm? His spear would break it apart!

In the meeting of strength and zealous faith, the resulting explosion of energy was deafening!

Frost’s spear of ice collided with its antithesis in the firestorm. Two mighty, opposing energies clashed, and while they should cancel each other out in theory, the firestorm was stronger. An overwhelming pressure like the weight of a mountain descended upon the battlefield.

For a moment, the silver spear held. Then, it started to buckle. The inferno centered on the weapon trying to break through.

Cracks appeared in Frost’s resplendent armor, and his hair curled from the heat. The skin on his hands and face began to burn, for at the final tally, he was too weak to withstand his opponent’s attack.

Flames, steam, and snow were flung every which way. Frost could see his defeat encroaching.

Clay fumbled through his clothing and pulled out a small blue orb. It was something entrusted to him by the Cloude family, meant to be used against the Crimson One or a similarly terrible foe.

Frost’s life was in danger. Arcturus had put a lot of faith in his one disciple. He couldn’t perish! So, he crouched down, looking for his moment to strike.

Frost was on rapidly-weakening footing. In this desperate struggle, more power bloomed from within him, summoning more ice and snow from the ether. They were all caught up in a sudden blizzard.

Ice and fire raged, each vying for supremacy. Frost managed to fight back from the brink. Was this his true power he’d been hiding all this time?

Clay stood down and decided to hold onto the item Arcturus had given him. While Wyrmsole was among those he was told to kill, he wasn’t their main target. Better to save it as a wild card for when it would be most effective.

Wyrmsole sensed the sudden outpouring of strength from his young contender. With it came a surge of hatred and bloodlust.

Frost roared at the older demon hunter in anger. Enormous spears of ice cut through the blizzard like spears, flying through the firestorm in search of a target. As their conflicting power continued to fight for dominance, he inched closer and closer to Wyrmsole. Meanwhile, the Crimson One’s closest ally was at a loss. He’d had no interactions with this boy, yet the latter’s attacks were hysterical and angry like he’d been personally wronged.

Why? What was his motivation?

The distance between them continued to shrink. Fallowmoor was split into a world of fire and a world of ice, and while the mighty warriors were locked in a stalemate, all the rest of the battlefield was flung into chaos.

“What hatred do you carry that you refuse to give voice to even now?”

“With everything that happened in White Pine Village, do you remember nothing?” Frost’s words came through gritted teeth. “Maybe you’ve forgotten, but I never will!”

A shock went through Wyrmsole. White Pine Village – a small settlement in Skycloud.

It was a small place few people had even heard of, especially since it was wiped off the map over a decade ago. Wyrmsole was the man responsible for its destruction.

Frost glared at him through the ice and flames, murder in his eyes. “I am here to make you pay for everything!”

He’d been waiting for this for eighteen years! Now, the day had finally arrived.

The years had taken all of his hate and anger and pain and condensed it into rock-hard vengeance. He poured all of it into his attack, dredging up every ounce of strength within him and making himself stronger. The sheer emotion of it shattered his latest bottleneck and forced him to new heights of power.

The stalemate shattered. Frozen Dirge had just the break it needed to dash into the heart of the firestorm.

Wyrmsole sought to protect himself, but it was too late. Frozen Dirge caught him in the chest, digging deep. Wyrmsole reached out to grab the body of the spear, but Frost shoved him away and wrenched his weapon free.

The red-robed veteran came crashing back to the ground like a falling star. He was followed by a roaring winter storm that blanketed the ground in frost.

Wyrmsole felt his body go stiff. Even his blood froze as it seeped from the wound. Surprise overtook him at being defeated by the young man. As his vision became muddled and his thoughts became unclear, Frost was gathering himself to end their fight.

A long jade-like sword rang ominously as it was drawn from its sheath. Its blade shimmered like pure ice. The sword was cold personified but was not as cold as the murderous intent in Frost’s eyes.

For a moment, those cold eyes were the only thing Wyrmsole could see. They pierced him like an arrow, burning through his mind like a thunderbolt. Memories that had long lain dormant in the back of his mind swam to the surface.

Eighteen years ago…

Wyrmsole wasn’t Wyrmsole back then. He’d been a leader of the Demon hunter Corps and personal assistant to the governor.

He was then what Augustus Cloude was now, one of Arcturus’s closest confidants. He knew all of the Governor’s secrets and had performed many ugly deeds in his name.

Word came to them of a rebel organization taking root in White Pine Village.

It was never discovered whether the townsfolk were bewitched or just lied to, but they began to question the existence of gods. If there were no gods, they argued, then all of the supposedly offensive things they were forbidden from doing meant nothing. They began to do as they pleased without fear of being called blasphemers, and their mutiny was beginning to ripple across the region. Since it was an open act of defiance, there was no need to get Hell’s Army involved at the time.

Under orders from the Governor, Wyrmsole led a contingent of demon hunters to the town and razed it to the ground. Indeed, razed was the right term, for the firestorm he summoned disintegrated most buildings and their denizens. After the village was mostly destroyed, the soldiers he’d brought came in to kill anyone else who defied Skycloud’s rule.

Wyrmsole did not stop until nothing remained of White Pine Village. Thousands of women and children were kept alive as prisoners.

At the time, Wyrmsole doubted the entire village was in on this rebellion. He was going to report back to his superiors and let the prisoners go. Only, the leadership had different ideas. His request to free what remained of the villagers was denied. He was told only one thing:

Kill them all.

Every single person from the village was slain that day. They were branded heretics and turncoats and burned alive.

Wyrmsole had no choice but to commit the murders himself. He remembered the screams of the old, the women, the children as their bodies burned. It was the first time he questioned his faith. Why were so many innocent lives sacrificed? Just to protect the authority of these gods?

Every second was torture. He had to leave, had to get free! The troops were ordered to withdraw, and as Wyrmsole prepared to leave, he discovered something.

The soldiers had missed two children hiding in the ruins. The older one could only have been six, and the other was too young to even speak. They were siblings by the looks of them, and the older brother was trying to bravely hide his younger brother from view. He remembered the cold, angry eyes that stared at him as he passed.

He had to kill these children. It was his orders. But, he chose not to.

He remembered the older boy clearly, even all these years later. It was his eyes. They were different from any other eyes he’d seen and colder than any child’s eyes had a right to be.

Just like these eyes.

So that was it. He understood now.

He never would have thought that his one moment of weakness would mean his downfall.

Frost de Winter was a survivor of White Pine’s destruction. Had he come here to avenge what happened all those years ago? Wyrmsole could see now where the young man’s hatred stemmed from. He must have watched as his parents were murdered, and Wyrmsole was the one who ordered it.

But he realized too late!

Wyrmsole saw his time had come, but there was no fear in his expression. In its stead was a deep wish for repentance and a shadow of relief. “It’s you, child. It’s really you. Who’d have thought you would grow to be so incredible. You know… I have lived these last years in pain and self-loathing. Every time I close my eyes, I see the fires. I can hear the screams when I try to sleep. To die at your hand is right and proper.”

Frost kept coming. He never said a word.

“This is retribution for my sins. I have committed many wrongs. Death is not enough to atone for them. But falling by your hand will at least cleanse me of some small measure of this awful debt.” Wyrmsole’s leathery, plain features were at peace. He looked back at the man who would kill him with pity. “Killing me is easy. But how will you – who walks in a world of ice and snow – face a destiny darker and colder than you’ve ever known?”

“With my sword!” Frost growled in answer.

Wyrmsole’s head rolled across the ground, eyes wide as though it was the weight of Frost’s words that had killed him and not the blow from his sword.

Frost stood over the body, a bloodied sword in one hand and his spear in the other, the latter buried deep in the priest’s body. He pulled it free.

A sound like a shattered chandelier filled the air as Wyrmsole’s frozen corpse hit the ground and broke apart. As the icy chunks slid across the battlefield, Frost didn’t even spare them a second glance. Though nothing registered on his stoic expression, there was a flood of emotion in his heart.

Finally! He’d finally killed that fiend Wyrmsole! But, it wasn’t enough…

He had just been a heretic, a soldier exacting someone else’s orders. If Frost was to truly avenge the death of his parents and all those villagers, there was more blood his weapons would need to spill. A figure that loomed large in everyone’s mind.

It was the man who bestowed upon him a new life and was responsible for changing his destiny. The man who gifted him strength and wisdom.

When the object of your hatred was your entire world, when it was the person you admired and looked up to, what were you supposed to do? Wyrmsole’s words were prescient; there was a dark and dismal road ahead for him where the cold threatened to snuff him out. Whatever decision he ultimately made would cast him into an abyss he would not ever escape from.

Wyrmsole was dead.

Killed at the hands of a younger and inferior man.

What remained of the Wastelands Alliance stared in shock and disbelief.

Clay wasn’t sure what had transpired. The battle had been fierce, and the dual storms of ice and fire made it difficult to see. He only witnessed the end result.

“Good. Good, good! People continue to underestimate you. You are not one bit inferior to Selene Cloude!” Clay walked over to Frost, crushing pieces of Wyrmsole beneath his feet. “The Governor’s faith and efforts in raising you have not been wasted!”

Upon killing Wyrmsole, Frost quickly brought his emotions back under control. He regained the typical dispassionate facade he was famous for. “There are too many of them. We must retreat.”


74 / Arcturus's Game


Cloudhawk was running. Several spirals of cutting wind whistled towards his back.

“Natessa, you psychotic bitch!” Cloudhawk yelled over his shoulder at her as he fled. “Kicking a man while he’s down? That’s hardly fair!”

It didn’t matter how he insulted her. Natessa’s assault remained deadly and methodical.

What sort of woman was the Giant of Hell’s Valley? She was certainly not the sort who would be distracted by shit-talking.

Her gutting gusts of wind drew closer and launched attacks from every side.

Using his keen senses, Cloudhawk was able to avoid most of them, and when an opening revealed itself, he responded with a counterattack. Flashes of silver extended from his sleeves, just in time to deflect another blow.

Boom!

The spiral blade of wind shattered with a shuddering blast! Shards of cutting wind were flung every which way.

He was blown back from the explosion with several dozen small gashes peppering his body. After nearly dying, he found it hard enough to keep his feet under him. A shadow flashed across his vision too fast to distinguish as Natessa descended from above. Her whip tore the air, headed right for him.

Son of a bitch!

Cloudhawk’s face fell.

Suddenly, the ground below him cracked, and chunks of rock were flung into the air. Rather, not so much flung as gravity seemed to have reversed. The rocks floated up before Cloudhawk and gathered into a patchwork wall, protecting him from Natessa’s lash.

Natessa scowled in irritation. “Who?!”

“I see you dared to hurt one of my people. You must be tired of living.” A lithe figure dashed into view. Her body moved with explosive speed, causing a head of golden hair to trail behind her in the wind. Terrangelica was hacked towards Natessa like an avalanche. “Die!”

Terrangelica’s might washed over Natessa. She glanced behind Dawn to see several figures in hot pursuit. Selene, the drunk, and Barb quickly closed the distance.

She knew there was no way she’d kill Cloudhawk now. With the help of her Windstep boots, she blasted herself out of Terrangelica’s reach and escaped.

Dawn watched her go. She turned back to Cloudhawk and returned her sword to the sheath on her back before helping him keep steady. Concern was written on her pretty face. “Are you alright? I heard you were injured. Are you able to push through it?”

When Selene saw Dawn’s careful consideration for Cloudhawk, her thin brows inched higher up her forehead. For a reason she was having trouble describing, the scene made her uncomfortable.

These two women were as opposite as night and day. Dawn was direct and likely didn’t even know how to conceal her emotions. Love as you want, hate what you wish, take what you want, cut down what you loathe. She only beat around the bush when she was trying to kill what was hiding in it.

In contrast, Selene was as haughty as a queen. As she matured, greater weight had been laid on her shoulders. Although she knew she liked Cloudhawk, she couldn’t show it in the way Dawn did.

After all, she didn’t even know what her own future entailed.

“I’m fine, not dead yet. Where is Wyrmsole?” There was too much to worry about to bother with his own injuries. “We need to find him!”

“What do you want with that idiot?” Dawn gave him a strange look. “Not that it matters. You won’t see him again in this life. Frost killed him.”

Of course. Once Frost killed Wyrmsole, the rest of them were able to break away and come to Cloudhawk’s aid. Worried for her future husband, Dawn had urged Barb to come with her in search of Cloudhawk. Once Frost had killed Wyrmsole, Mr. Ink covered their retreat with a dense fog.

Dawn had stumbled on Selene and the drunk as she was searching for Cloudhawk. After catching their breaths, neither was seriously injured, so all together, they continued the search. Ultimately, it was Natessa and the sound of her attacks that led them here.

Was it really too late? Upset, Cloudhawk let his eyes slide shut. Who could stop Arcturus’s plan now?

He’d hoped to flee and tell the whole wastelands of Natessa’s treachery. The Crimson One was dead by her hands under orders from Elysian Governor. He was the power behind Hell’s Army, and now, Hell’s Army rules the wastelands alliance. His plan was clear – to use them to take the wastelands for himself.

But, who would believe him?

Cloudhawk was an Elysian commander, a leader of the Elysian expeditionary force. How was he supposed to explain what he was saying to his own men, much less wastelanders? There was nowhere safe for him if he did that.

What’s more, there was no question that Natessa will immediately spread her own version of the Crimson One’s death. The “great triumph” of Cloudhawk and his team would ingratiate them to Skycloud and vilify them to wastelanders. His name was already cursed, and after this, wastelanders would sooner kill him than look at him. No one would suffer a word he said.

The hatred that would sweep through the wastes would swallow all reason. Fallowmoor would be thrust into chaos, and everyone would be clamoring for blood.

Surely, there were still huge groups looking for them, and waiting outside was a battlefield where wastelanders and Elysians were locked in a deadly battle.

The expeditionary forces. They were in danger!

Cloudhawk remembered the second warning Sterling had told him.

It was too late to help Wyrmsole, but perhaps they could still save the expeditionary force.

The small crew was aghast when Cloudhawk explained the situation to them.

“I suspect Frost and Clay came here with a different goal in mind. My guess is that they’re already gone, probably back with the soldiers to try and lure them into the trap. We need to get back right now.”

“Fuck, fuck, fuck.” Dawn’s anger was boiling out of control. Obviously, Cloudhawk’s cruder nature and vocabulary were rubbing off on her. “Whatever, they won’t succeed. The expeditionary force isn’t a bunch of flower pickers.”

“We can’t waste any time,” Selene interjected. “Let’s get out of here.”

Cloudhawk was in agreement. He just hoped they could catch up in time.

But Dawn was right. General Skye and his people weren’t fragile by any means. Although Skye was advanced in years, at full strength, he was among the top three strongest people in Skycloud. Frost and Clay weren’t enough of a threat to spell his downfall.

What’s more, Skye had no love for the Cloude family. He would certainly take anything those two said with a grain of salt. Hell, those two couldn’t even scratch the General, much less kill him. Trying something would be tantamount to suicide! Then, there was also Mr. Ink to consider, who fled with them.

Mr. Ink was Skye’s most trusted man, who had been standing by his side for more than twenty years. He would certainly dissuade the two Cloude family representatives from any trickery. For Cloudhawk and his crew, their primary goal now had to be leaving Fallowmoor and getting back to share the news with Skye as soon as possible.

Mr. Ink’s fog still covered a vast swathe of the city. It made it much easier for the invaders to escape without issue.

Dawn led her injured comrades out of the city. When they were back in the strange dimensional tear Fallowmoor floated in, they saw that the wastelander army was gathering to deploy. The group snuck aboard one of the airships and then commandeered it to take them to the expeditionary force as fast as it would go.

Skycloud’s army had withdrawn some time ago. It would take roughly half a day to reach them.

The Elysian forces were in dire straits. Soon, Fallowmoor’s ships would strike from the rear, and before long, the Northern Barren reinforcements would also join the fight. Once the expeditionary force was surrounded, the chance of escape would grow even slimmer. Even if they managed, the Elysian forces would be decimated.

No good would come of it if Arcturus’s plans came to fruition.
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Mr. Ink had followed Frost and Clay as they escaped the city. Before them stretched the Elysian fleet. They would be arriving soon.

Mr. Ink breathed a sigh. They’d made it. But just as he was preparing to leave the others and return to Skye, Frost stopped in his tracks. There was a flash of silver as Frozen Dirge was thrust towards Mr. Ink.

W-what? What is the meaning of this?!

He stumbled to a stop, knocking the cold spear off track with his bare hands. Frost stood before him now, blocking the path forward. Mr. Ink tried to shuffle back, but Clay was there to make sure he didn’t get far.

Mr. Ink tried to get a handle on this sudden change.

Seeing his confusion, Clay smirked. “We just want to chat.”

“About?” the wary Polaris family steward responded.

“The Governor knows who you really are.”

“I don’t know what you’re talking about.”

“There’s no point in playing dumb now.” Clay knew he held all the cards. He went on in calm, even tones. “We know you were Majjhima’s contact and that you were involved in the dark soldiers he was growing beneath the city. Your… style... was written all over them. You’re a godslayer trained by demons, and you’ve been lurking in the city for decades. You’ve been using the General’s hospitality to hide all this time. Am I correct?”

Mr. Ink’s hands, hidden beneath his long sleeves, clenched tightly.

Clay wasn’t worried the cornered man would lash out. He kept talking in that same easy cadence. “I also have reason to suspect that Squall’s Highwaymen are dancing to your strings. You are the demons’ man in the heart of Skycloud. Majjhima and Squall were your little projects.”

Mr. Ink offered no excuses or refusals. They had done their homework. Nothing he said would convince them otherwise.

Mr. Ink responded tepidly, “So, Arcturus has ordered you to kill me.”

“Oh, no no no.” A small smile spread across Clay’s face. “The Governor has known your little secret for a long time. He’s had a thousand opportunities to kill you over the years. But he hasn’t… and that should tell you what his interests are.”

“I’ll get right to it.” Clay’s face remained friendly, but his eyes were affixed on Mr. Ink with a dark intensity. “The Governor is very interested in you. Or, more precisely, the demonic organization that sent you. We would like to invite you to be a liaison of sorts.”

“And if I refuse?” Mr. Ink probed.

“You don’t have a choice. Master Arcturus knows all about your years of spying and your efforts in the wastelands. Culling the weeds, as it were, would be tremendously easy for him. All of the work you’ve put in these last few years must have been painstaking work. It would be such a shame for it all to go to waste. Wouldn’t it be better if some form of it lived on? It’s something to think about. I would advise you not to refuse Master Arcturus’s generosity.”

Clay’s eyes never left his target as he continued. “It would behoove you to remember that it is Master Arcturus Cloude you stand against. You live because he lets you live. The instant he wants you dead, it will happen.”

“Surely there’s a reason you waited until now to tell me all of this.”

“Of course. We need your help completing the important mission I was sent here for.”

“What mission is that?”

Mr. Ink could already guess what that mission was.

Clay answered, “To kill Skye Polaris.”

Even in the enlightenment afforded to him in death, the Crimson One could not see through Arcturus’s schemes. He had assumed the Governor would employ the wastelands alliance to destroy the expeditionary force and get that much closer to absolute supremacy back home.

But, he’d been wrong. Whoever led it, the expeditionary force was an important part of Skycloud’s might. If they could simply have it change hands, why go through the hassle of destroying soldiers who still had a use?

If Arcturus wanted to eradicate the Polaris family, he only needed to cut off its head. Skye would be enough!

Although he’d known Mr. Ink was a demonic plant, Arcturus never tipped his hand. The Polaris family steward was a pawn, to be used for the best effect when the time was right – and that meant now, when Skye Polaris was marked for death.

Master Arcturus’s grand chess strategy was revealed.

From the Blisterpeaks to Fallowmoor, the expeditionary forces to the wastelands alliance, from killing the Crimson One to assassinating Skye Polaris. All of them were pieces on a board wholly under Arcturus’s control with no way to escape.

Frost was once again confronted by the expertise of his master’s schemes. Skycloud’s greatest demon hunter wielded power beyond reckoning, but he defeated his enemies with cunning and wisdom.

Could someone like him ever be defeated?


75 / Assassination


Skye Polaris had taken Roc and several of their best soldiers to hunt down Abaddon and Autumn. They’d been successful in beating the two mighty beings back, but they couldn’t be sure they wouldn’t return and attack the expeditionary force during its retreat.

Both had the capabilities to destroy an entire ship on their own. If they were allowed to attack as they pleased, they would whittle away at Skye’s forces when no one was paying attention. They were also sure to gather more enemies to help them, so it was imperative that they were dealt with now before they became too much of a threat.

Yet, for the time being, the war was over.

They’d lost hundreds, perhaps a thousand warships in the assault. Fallowmoor still stood. Skye’s eyes were a mess of conflicting emotions as the War God’s typical rage was being undermined by exhaustion and confusion.

He felt himself succumbing to age, growing weaker. In his prime, he could hold the front lines for three days and three nights without the need for rest. Today, their battle hadn’t lasted three hours, and he could feel the effects of fatigue creeping in. With the addition of old wounds that would flare up from time to time, it was a bitter lesson that he needed to accept. He was old.

Men weren’t Gods. They withered, grew old, and died. It was their fate.

Both sides had suffered from this violent exchange, and neither could walk away saying he was the victor. The wastelander forces might have lost more ships and soldiers, but to Skye, not winning was the same as losing.

It would be one or two months before the expedition force was back in fighting shape.

The expeditionary force’s failure would soon make its way back to Skycloud. Painful consequences will befall the Polaris family. Skye knew this, so the pressure to do something about it was growing heavier. He was patriarch of their family, after all, and the responsibility to guide them back to prosperity fell on his shoulders!

Skycloud’s eighty-year-old Commander in Chief sighed in defeat. I’m not enough… but perhaps that’s alright.

Dawn and her appointed fiancé, Cloudhawk, had tremendous potential. With time and appropriate cultivation, they could be great leaders for the family. Through them, the Polaris legacy will reach into the future.

As for Skye himself? Once this war with the wastelands was over, he would find a suitable time to retire.

“Commander!” Roc hurried toward him to deliver a report. “A scout ship ahead has made a distress call. They found a wounded man on the route, and by his description, it sounds like Mr. Ink.”

Did that mean Dawn and the others had returned?

They were still within the swirling, unnatural dust storm that surrounded Fallowmoor. They had to be wary of an ambush. What if this was just a ruse to lure Skye into a trap? He wasn’t going to wildly charge forward without knowing more.

Skye delivered his orders, “Continue the search. I’ll go and see for myself.”

Roc nodded. “As you say.”

Skye dashed off quickly towards the indicated location. He arrived quickly without encountering anyone.

When he got there, he spotted the dark figure enveloped in black clothing. His face was covered in a mask, revealing only his inscrutable eyes. His clothing was torn in places and was wet with blood. It looked as though he’d taken a serious beating.

Mr. Ink sighed when he saw his master.

“Didn’t I tell you to protect Dawn and Cloudhawk?” Skye said in lieu of a greeting. “What are you doing here by yourself?!”

After twenty years, the relationship between Mr. Ink and Skye was less master and subordinate and more like that of friends. Skye knew what sort of power Mr. Ink was capable of, and if he were so badly wounded, it didn’t portend well for Cloudhawk and his granddaughter.

“Don’t worry, General, I wasn’t wounded in Fallowmoor. I stumbled into some combat after fleeing and was injured. I got separated from Cloudhawk and Mistress Dawn in the city, but I’m sure they’re fine.”

Mr. Ink stopped and doubled over in a coughing fit. Copious amounts of blood leaked from his mouth.

Skye hurried to his side. “Tell me what happened in Fallowmoor.”

“The Crimson One and Wyrmsole are slain. Fallowmoor is in chaos.”

Was this true? Then, they’d succeeded!

Skye felt his heavy heart suddenly freed from a burden.

Now that this rabble had lost their leader, he could expect them to turn on one another. Cloudhawk and Dawn had done an incredible thing, single-handedly ripping victory from the jaws of defeat!

The Crimson One and Wyrmsole had been the two heads of the snake, the core of their Conclave of Judgment. With them gone, the expeditionary force’s actions here in the Northern Barrens were justified. At least it wasn’t a total loss.

“We also learned very important information.”

“Speak!”

“We suspect Hell’s Army is operating under orders from Arcturus Cloude.”

“What did you say?” Skye’s eyes went wide as saucers. “Do you have any proof?”

An accusation like this was no trivial thing. Skycloud has already labeled Hell’s Army a rebel terrorist organization. If it was discovered that they were following orders from the Governor’s mansion, then Arcturus would be implicated in all of the terrible things they’d committed since defecting to the wastelands.

Like everything that had happened on the Blisterpeaks…

“Arcturus was using the Crimson One. After Sterling spent years cultivating friendships and building the Wastelands Alliance, Arcturus ordered Hell’s Army to infiltrate the organization. Now that the Crimson One is dead, command of their forces falls to the Giants. Arcturus’s goal is to take control of the wastelands through this proxy.”

Mr. Ink’s injuries appeared severe, and he was in obvious pain. He rested for about a minute before continuing.

“Sending Clay Cloude here to help the front lines was a lie. His true goal is to murder the expedition’s General – to kill you. The wastelands are in his grasp, and if he can eliminate your check on his power, then even the High Priest wouldn’t be able to stand in his way.”

Mr. Ink looked down at his grave injuries.

“As for evidence… I am the evidence. On the way back to your side, I was attacked by the two Cloudes. First, they tried to blackmail me into helping them kill you. No more proof is needed to know their foul aims for the expeditionary forces.”

“The impertinence!” Skye’s anger flared. “Arcturus will explain himself before the Temple, or I will personally break every bone in his body and tear down his mansion with my own hands!”

It was then that two dark figures emerged from the dust.

“Who goes there?!” Skye hollered.

Although the grim environment hid them from view, Skye knew from their potent auras who these shadows were. Frost and Clay. Had they been there the whole time?

Mr. Ink stumbled to Skye’s side and dropped into a combat pose. “They’ve followed me here!”

“I will deal with them.”

Skye stepped in front of Mr. Ink.

But before he could say a word, he felt a searing pain in his abdomen.

It was the sort of pain he hadn’t felt in a long, long time.

It was the pain of a weapon tearing through his skin and into his body. After so many years spent training, Skye’s body was a fortress. Few weapons could pierce his iron-like flesh.

Mr. Ink had fetched a dark blade from his sleeve, glowing with the power of a relic. The dagger was similar to Atlas’s Deathstalker, only perhaps more deadly. Not only had it pierced Skye’s belly, but once buried in his guts, it released its dark power.

The unassuming weapon was like a gateway. Once it was in Skye’s body, it began to gush a foul sludge. Whatever filth this was quickly spread through the General’s body.

Skye looked down as his ruddy, bronzed skin turned dusky in hue. His eyes were wide, and disbelief was thick in his voice. “You… you… “

“I’m sorry. They convinced me to do it, but I didn’t want to. I’ve been your man for twenty years, and I still care for the Polaris family.” The melancholy in Mr. Ink’s eyes did not look feigned, but it was quickly replaced with a dark brutality. “Unfortunately, I am a demonic agent, and I still have work to do.”

Disappointment, pain, heartbreak, anger, and despair. It all jumbled in Skye’s mind as he realized the betrayal. His stately and dignified expression twisted.

Skye Polaris had dedicated his life to the protection of Skycloud. He thought he was its righteous guardian. Yet, all this time, a demon spy was in his shadow. For twenty years… He never knew. Hell, he treated the man like family.

How much important information had he stolen for his dark masters? How many plots and schemes had been enacted right under Skye’s nose?

Raging fury welled up inside him, causing his whole body to blaze with a white-gold light. Shining like a pillar of holy fire, even the air around him warped. He opened his mouth, but instead of a scream, an orb of pure white burst out around him. Mr. Ink was flung hundreds of meters away like a leaf on an autumn breeze.

His tattered clothing became hardly more than rags. His mask disintegrated. What was revealed was the thin frame of a man in his fifties. When Mr. Ink finally came to a stop, he looked at his former master as the light gradually faded from around him. Skye Polaris stumbled like a drunk man trying to keep his footing.

“It’s a relic given to me by the demons, ‘Death and Decay.’ It was crafted with the will of those fiends specifically to be used against powerful men like you. You’ve cultivated a physique that has surpassed the realm of man and is almost god-like, but the power of Death and Decay is already coursing through you. It’s spreading through your entire body. It won’t be long before you rot from the inside and die.”

It didn’t matter how strong he was. Skye Polaris was only human! How could a human resist demonic corrosion?

A figure streaked down towards them from above. The light of a silver spear struck the old man’s cranium, summoning a shower of sparks.

Frost’s attack was deflected. To him, it didn’t feel like striking a body at all and was rather like cutting through a steel wall. Wasn’t Skye’s body supposed to be weakened by the power of Death and Decay? Why hadn’t his killing blow ended the old soldier?

Skye swung around with a quick counterattack! Frost was forced to back away.

The grizzled old man was gasping for breath. He couldn’t follow up on the attack. The wound to his stomach was neither long nor deep. Logically, it was hardly a scratch to him. His rate of recovery was only superhuman, or should have been.

In his younger years, Skye had once had his arm cut clean off. He dealt with it by picking up the severed limb and pressing it back into place. It healed on its own. His regenerative abilities were unquestionable, and he’d only gotten stronger since. This, in addition to his formidable physical defenses, was part of what made him so powerful.

And yet, this small wound, a few centimeters long, would not heal!

The stench that came from it was nauseating. Gouts of black blood seeped from it, sick and viscous like mud from a bog.

“The old man should come to accept his death. You cling to something that doesn’t belong to you. That is what has brought you here.” Clay stood before Skye, delivering his sermon. “The time of your demise has come.”

He made no effort to conceal the contempt in his gaze. A boor like this who was strong but lacked strategy, what qualifications did he have to lead Skycloud in any capacity? A fool with nothing but big muscles should have quit long ago!

Master Arcturus was a true and great genius and the only person with the right to lead. It was his destiny to unite the wastelands and Skycloud. He was not some war hawk. He had true vision and the strength to change the world for the better!


76 / War God's Fall


At eighty years of age, Skye Polaris was long past his prime. Still, the power he brought to a field of battle was no less catastrophic than the Crimson One’s.

While the three who faced him now were powerful fighters in their own rights, they still weren’t even a match for Cloudhawk and his two companions who faced Sterling. If the two groups were to switch places, they’d have, without question, been consumed by Castigation Fire. Of course, this was all built on the premise of a fair fight.

Skye’s strength was spent after days of battle. The vile sneak attack was sapping him of what little power remained and had left him with a serious injury. Death and Decay was a poisonous dagger made by the hands of demons. Legends told of several gods this foul weapon was responsible for killing.

While Skye was said to possess the physique of a god, it wasn’t enough to protect him from the evil dagger. The dark power locked within it had been injected into him and had tainted every cell of his being. It went to work against living tissue, turning it into rotted filth that infected everything around it.

Skye’s majestic face had taken on a dusky, sickly tone. His body had become the site of a fierce and deadly battle where his vitality warred against the putrefying taint of demons. Over the years, he had driven himself to heights no one thought the human body was capable of. That strength made him impervious to almost everything, but the damage from old wounds had never completely healed. Instead, he used the might he cultivated to keep the sequelae from affecting him.

Death and Decay was like fuel on a fire. All at once, those dozens of old wounds and illnesses flared up. Mr. Ink’s toxic bite led to a chain reaction, a tide of collapse. He could feel his organs starting to decay as black blood trickled from every orifice. He couldn’t stop it.

All of his strength was draining like dew beneath the morning sun. He couldn’t fight. He couldn’t defend himself.

What Skye needed to do was flee as far and as fast as he could. Maybe there would be a way to save himself. But the three assassins had risked much in luring him here – they weren’t going to let him flee and expose their dark deeds.

Frost groped at every opportunity. He leaped at his target once again. Where Frozen Dirge passed, blooms of frost hung in the air. Everything swirled and danced, forming into a storm of ice and snow. The tempest condensed into the shape of a piercing cone and, in the blink of an eye, crashed into Skye’s body.

There was a scream. The attack landed. The world all around became a universe of icy crystals!

Skye’s body withstood the storm. In fact, not a scratch could be seen. There wasn’t even a trace of frost on his body, and the ice broke across his skin like raindrops against a bronze statue. For all of Frost’s bluster, he couldn’t even pierce the old man’s skin, having dealt no damage.

For now, Death and Decay’s power was still sealed within him. The outside of Skye’s body was as impenetrable as ever!

Frost tried again, stabbing at Skye through the roaring tempest to try and skewer him.

“Fuck off, child!”

Hostility poured off of Skye like steam. He didn’t even try to avoid the blow, sticking out his chest to welcome Frost’s spear. It was impotently knocked away. Skye then snatched at the weapon with lightning-fast speed, grabbing it and holding it tight.

Losing control of one’s weapon was one of the greatest disgraces a soldier could suffer.

Using his thick, calloused hands, Skye wrenched the spear from Frost’s grip in the midst of his attack. He then flung it back as though it were a used toothpick. It took only a few meters for it to break through the sound barrier, generating a massive explosion of sound. When the shockwave struck Frost in the chest, it did so with what felt like several tons of force.

Even the War God’s casual attacks contained frightening power! The spear was flung with enough force to punch right through Frost’s body!

Frost felt the danger coming. Frozen Dirge was his weapon, however, and as such, he had a deep mental connection with it. Just as the spear was about to pierce him, he reached out with his mental powers, calling on its resonance and stopping it to the best of his ability. At the same time, his hand went to the pommel of Rimeshard and wrenched it from its sheath. He swung with all his might to deflect the spear.

Still, its potent energy was transferred from the spear into the sword and then through Frost’s arms into his body. An intense shudder rocked him, nearly breaking both arms.

Nor did Frozen Dirge stop. It was deflected to one side and darted off into the dust storm.

The streak of icy blue energy dashed towards Mr. Ink. The beautiful and elegant weapon missed him by centimeters, close enough that it tore off a chunk of his clothing. From there, the spear vanished into the dust storm, twinkling like a distant star until it faded entirely from view. Wherever it ended up, there was enough residual impetus in the spear to run through whatever it struck.

All from Skye’s listless throw!

“Die, you despicable rats!”

Skye charged at full bore. All of the air and matter he passed were assaulted by a burst of violent power that caused everything to catch fire. His two fists – capable of destroying cities – were aimed at Clay’s pudgy body.

It was a force comparable to a full blast from a warship!

Clay would surely die if a strike like this landed. He quickly summoned the aid of a defensive relic, but how many relics were powerful enough to protect him from Skye’s ire?

One punch landed. The whole world seemed to crack. Clay’s protective relic shattered.

Blowback from the strike sent Clay flying, leaving a trail of blood behind. More than a dozen bones snapped as he tumbled head over heels. An injury this severe would confine him to bed rest for at least several months.

Skye’s booming voice was like thunder. “Arcturus is a fool if he thinks you three are enough to stop me!”

The old man was definitely a hard one to put down! It seemed unlikely the assassins would succeed.

Mr. Ink was controlling the power of Death and Decay as it wormed through his body. Caustic purple smoke and a terrible stench forced its way from Skye’s pores. The general was assailed by a sudden bone-deep weakness. His limbs felt numb, and his mind was muddled. All of this together made it hard for him to even move.

Mr. Ink urged the corrosive power to begin expressing itself on the surface. It would surely serve to greatly reduce the old man’s defenses.

These contemptible weaklings! He would not be felled by the first blow! Skye released another deafening roar of anger.

Light returned to his beleaguered form, smothering the negative energy that poured off of him. Mr. Ink’s foul methods would not be enough to finish the War God, but it did buy them time.

But what did that matter?

Skye felt another wave of dangerous energy pass over him.

A small bead hung in the air for a moment before detonating. Hundreds of streaks of light erupted forth, blanketing Skye in electric energy. Everything centered on him like he was a magnet, blasting him again and again.

Boom – boom – boom – boom!

At least twenty bolts of lightning hit him in sequence! Even someone as tenacious as Skye would have to be injured after an attack like that.

The concentrated bolts of lightning were but a prelude. As he was unable to move, more lightning gathered over his head. It coalesced into a column of electricity as thick as a barrel.

Skye felt a tremendous pressure fall on him.

With a mighty yell, he flung his fist towards the heavens like he was trying to punch it apart. Even amid the deafening thunder, his feral roar could be heard. “Arcturus!”

He may have been flailing at the bolt of lightning, but all of his fury was directed at Skycloud’s Governor.

The bolt crashed into General Skye’s iron body, immediately burning it black. Like a spear from the gods, it blasted all the way through him.

The item Clay had used was called a “Spirit Bead,” a relic with a one-time use. The last time one was seen was back in the Great War. A Master Demon Hunter was able to inject their power and mental energies into the bead and give it to someone else to use. It was all the wrath of Arcturus Cloude, to be used at one’s leisure. It delivered a blast comparable to the full force of a Master Demon Hunter.

Skye Polaris had first fought off the demon Abaddon, managing to fight him off but not without expending considerable energy. This was despite old injuries and advanced years conspiring against him. He was then caught by Death and Decay, suffering the betrayal of a decades-old friend. The dark powers of the relic stole what remained of his inner strength. Finally, the Spirit Bead.

It was more than he could withstand. From outside came the destructive force of Arcturus. From within was the corrosive poison of devils.

His body quickly started to collapse in on itself. He was done for.

“Now!” The three killers moved in to finish the job.

Frost thrust his crystal blade into Skye’s throat. Clay stabbed a blade of light into Skye’s broad chest. Mr. Ink jabbed the dim edge of Death and Decay into his friend’s eye. Three deadly blows from three terrible weapons. Nothing – no god nor man nor demon – could endure such cruel abuse.

Skye Polaris felt his mind beginning to go. In the dim remnants of his consciousness, he felt a crushing regret. He shouldn’t have dragged Cloudhawk into all this. And Dawn… Dawn.

I’m sorry. Grandpa broke his promise this time. I won’t be able to preside over your wedding.

Light poured out of Skye’s body. After years of toughening, every cell was like a nuclear reactor. Skye knew he would die, but if he had to go, he would release every iota of what he had left in one final blast. He would take these treacherous fucks with him.

“Shit! Back off, back off! He’s going to blow!”

The three assassins broke for safety as fast as they could. Light was released from the old General’s body with such intensity that he had become a figure of pure illumination. All at once, the dazzling silhouette broke apart, releasing unthinkable amounts of energy.

The ensuing blast was like a storm of apocalyptic proportions. In a blink, it swallowed up everything within a thousand kilometers. Anything caught in this radius was atomized.

General Skye Polaris, the greatest warrior in Skycloud’s history. His life was proof that although he was no demon hunter, any man could rise to match those lauded Masters. He was a spectacular, singular human.

Commander of the Elysian army. Patriarch of a respected family. An avatar of power and authority.

Killed by cowards and turncoats. Not even a corpse remained to give him a respectful burial.

Blinding light hung in the sky for a long time. This was the way Skycloud’s legendary general died.


77 / Dismal News


Cloudhawk led the airship they’d stolen toward the expeditionary force.

The old drunk rubbed his dirt-smudged nose as he looked out across the sky. “Fallowmoor’s troops are gathering. They look like they’re preparing a sneak attack against the Elysian army soon. We don’t have much time. If we don’t speed things up, even if we reach the expeditionary forces, it’ll just be like adding more meat to their dumplings.”

“You don’t think I want to go faster? First of all, this is as fast as this piece of shit can go. Second, we don’t even know where the fleet is. You think it’s easy finding them in this ass-backwards place?”

Cloudhawk didn’t believe Natessa was the sort to act recklessly, but here they were. Fallowmoor managed to repel its attackers, but they suffered more than the Elysians did. Their defenses were practically routed. It was impressive enough that Natessa managed to keep her troops together, much less mount a quick counterattack.

Crazy bitch!

Then…

A distance in front of them, the world lit up like someone had detonated a nuclear bomb. For an instant, the blast was brighter than the sun, and even at this distance, their ship shook from the shockwave. Shocked faces gaped at the scene.

Selene was stunned by the sheer power of the wave as it passed through them. “What was that? Some sort of weapon?”

“Not a weapon.” Dawn’s eyes were fixed in the direction of the blast. She felt a fear creeping into her heart, an intense sense of foreboding she refused to acknowledge. Gritting her teeth, she growled at the others. “Quick. Something’s happened. We need to get there as soon as possible. Towards the explosion.”

Cloudhawk glanced at the old drunk, who stood at his shoulder. The warrior’s face was also grave.

He knew right away that it was no weapon. Skye… but how? He was strong, strong enough that he should be able to escape even if the enemy caught up to him. Was it to protect the fleet, or was there something else they had to worry about?

They continued forward at full speed for over an hour. At last, they reached the site of the blast along with the rest of the Elysian fleet. They appeared to be in the midst of a search.

The second the wastelander ship arrived through the dust storm, they were surrounded. He and the others quickly revealed themselves and were escorted the rest of the way to the other ships by Skycloud soldiers. The group disembarked and gathered with the other officers on the bridge of the fleet’s flagship. There, Grand Prior Phain Mist and the former Warden Roc Polaris were waiting.

Phain’s hand was wrapped tightly around the pommel of his sword with a white-knuckle grip. The look on his face was one of barely-contained fury. It was a strange change to his typically polite facade. Roc was crestfallen and so frightened that he hardly seemed to know what was going on. He stared into the distance with a faraway look. Even as people walked back and forth in front of him, he didn’t seem to notice a thing.

Everyone stood around in dumb silence.

Cloudhawk didn’t know what happened, but everyone’s reactions and the conspicuous lack of the General led him to a dreadful conclusion.

Dawn stormed towards the two men who’d been with her grandfather. “Am I insane or are we still in the middle of a battlefield? Why are you standing around with that dumb look on your faces?! Where’s my grandfather! Get him out here immediately!”

No one dared answer.

This only made her angrier. “We’ve just come back from killing the Crimson One. We’ve completed our mission, with flying colors I might add. I bet never in his wildest dreams did he think we’d actually be able to do it. To tell the truth, it wasn’t easy. Why isn’t he out here kissing our feet?!”

It was Phain who eventually broke the stillness with a quavering sigh. “From what we have been able to gather, the General… may have been killed.”

The sheer rage that exploded from Dawn threatened to burn their whole fleet down. “I will not suffer such outrageous bullshit! Who the hell in this ragtag bunch of wastelander trash could harm my grandfather? Don’t you dare stand here and lie to me!”

Vulkan, Selene, Barb, and the others felt the breaths stolen from their lungs when they heard it. How could it have happened so fast? Even at his age, General Skye was as strong as a Master Demon Hunter. He was dead? Just like that?

Cloudhawk was having a hard time accepting it. But he had to. No one would joke about something this terrible.

As the news sank in, Dawn was on the cusp of totally losing control.

Cloudhawk walked over to her and placed a hand on her arm. She spun around, and the moment she saw Cloudhawk’s downcast face, she could no longer control her tears. They tumbled from her eyes like a dam had burst. Skycloud’s intractable, unassailable she-devil broke down into inconsolable tears in front of everyone.

Seeing her like this, hearing this news – it was almost more than Cloudhawk could take as well.

Young, new to the world, ignorant… he’d flown around Skycloud like a headless fly. If not for Skye Polaris, he would have drowned in the intrigue of the Elysian lands.

All of his interactions with the stubborn old man flashed through his mind at once.

His voice.

His bearing.

The time in front of the lake when they talked about Aegir’s life.

Skye Polaris had been one of only a few men in Cloudhawk’s life who’d looked on him kindly. He’d jumped at the chance to take him under his wind, train him, protect him… Cloudhawk could still see him clearly in his mind’s eye. How… how could he be gone?

The old drunk’s hoarse voice gave voice to his internal questions. “The General was strong, at least among the top four strongest in Skycloud. There is no one among the wastelanders who should be a threat to him. How could this have happened?”

“Simple: False friends are much deadlier than open enemies.”

The voice came from the door of the bridge. Two figures entered, the first being a slightly plump man with an amicable face. Behind him was a heroic-looking young man in splendid white armor. Both looked a little battered, with nicks in their armor and stains on their clothing. Both had visible bruises.

Clay spoke calmly as he walked towards the group. “The General walked into a sneak attack. Among the aides and staff of the Polaris family was a deeply entrenched spy – a plant, controlled by the demon organization known as Gehenna. His real identity is Inkshade, the man you know as Mr. Ink. He abused the trust Skye placed in him, luring him out away from the rest of us and then struck. That is how he got away with it.”

He threw a dull black dagger onto the ground among them. It hit the deck with a thud of finality.

“This is the murder weapon, Death and Decay.”

Everyone’s eyes turned to the dagger.

Anger and tears had turned Dawn’s eyes red. Without even a moment’s hesitation, she pulled Terrangelica from its sheath and hacked it at the two men. Phain, with impressive speed, reacted by drawing his own sword and holding it in front of her to block her path.

“They’re lying! They are definitely lying!” she screamed and hacked at the air. Bursts of energy were flung from its tip and cleaved whatever they came into contact with. “They killed my grandfather! Dogs! Murderers! Sent by Arcturus! This whole thing was planned by the Governor to destroy my family!”

Phain grabbed Dawn with his free hand and shook her. “Stop this nonsense!”

Phain wasn’t going to let things devolve. Although he had his doubts about Skye’s death, there wasn’t any evidence to support Dawn’s claim. From what little remnants they could find at the site of Skye’s death, it pointed to Death and Decay as the culprit.

Mr. Ink had to be what they claimed: Inkshade, an agent of Gehenna. So far, he was the most logical suspect.

As for Clay and Frost, they explained their battered appearance and the events that followed their escape from Fallowmoor. During their return with Inkshade, they encountered the spy’s friends and discovered his plots. They were wounded in trying to flee, leaving Inkshade and his henchmen free to attack Skye. When the General detonated, he was trying to take his assassins with him. Sadly, what energy remained wasn’t enough, and his killers were able to flee.

As for the truth? Well, at this point, it didn’t matter. Skye Polaris was dead. Nothing could change that.

The Polaris family was no more.

Provoking the Cloude family now wouldn’t serve Dawn in any positive way. For her own sake, Phain blocked her from acting in her grief and anger.

In the instant Skye died, Dawn went from a child pampered by her grandfather to a fallen noble of a broken family. There was no one left to indulge her capricious nature. If she didn’t grow up – immediately – who was left to protect her?

A sea of murderous stares were fixed on Clay and Frost. Cloudhawk, Selene, and the others didn’t even blink. They all knew the truth of what happened, at least most of it. But if what they said about Mr. Ink was true and they could verify it, the General’s assassination could easily be wholly pinned on that scapegoat.

The Wastelands Alliance was under the control of Hell’s Army, and Skycloud had come to be dominated by a single family.

Arcturus Cloude’s schemes had been executed flawlessly with great success. From now on, any power in Skycloud or the wastes would find it nearly impossible to stand in his way. The Master Demon Hunter, a man of incredible strength and deadly cunning, had taken his place as an uncrowned king.

Cloudhawk felt an anger inside him unlike any he’d felt before. His relationship with Dawn was complicated, but at the very least, he considered her a dear friend. Cloudhawk’s personality wasn’t perfect, but he was someone who greatly valued loyalty. The Polaris family had been good to him; they helped him when he needed it. Moreover, Dawn was his friend; he couldn’t just watch her go through this. There had to be justice!

But what’s done is done.

There was nothing he could do.

He couldn’t change what happened.

Such a poisonous feeling of guilt and helplessness. He couldn’t stop his fingers from wrapping around Ardent Wrath. It was the last gift General Skye had given him. It would be the tool to win vengeance for his murder. Cloudhawk would use it to cut apart these foul bastards for what they’ve done.

Four years ago, Cloudhawk would have thrown himself at these killers right then and there. It wouldn’t have mattered what the consequences would be or how dangerous it was. But he’d grown since then and knew that acting at the moment would solve nothing. It would only make matters worse.

The old drunk’s voice cut through the thick air, “Are we still happy standing here wasting time? Fallowmoor’s troops will be arriving soon, and while we’ve been talking, the Dark Atom and Woodland Vale have been regrouping. We’ve learned there is also another wastelander power about to join the fight. We’ve lost our general, and we’re about to get attacked on three fronts from three armies. Are you all confident we can handle that?”

He was right. The situation was worse than terrible.

Cloudhawk had to swallow the bitter anger in his gullet and focus on the matter at hand.

Selene answered, “The General is gone. Who is next in the chain of command?”

The officers all looked at one another. Roc chimed in, “The general didn’t have a second-in-command. Everyone below him was considered of equal rank.”

“The expeditionary forces are separated into ten or so corps. As I understand, the Talons of God – as a special military unit, had greater scope and function than typical corps.” Hearing no immediate objections, Selene continued, “On my authority as Apostle to the Temple, I support the appointment of Warden Cloudhawk as temporary commander of the fleet to be assisted by myself and Grand Prior Phain.”

Phain’s brows furrowed at being volunteered. What qualifications did this young, untested man have to command an entire fleet? However, Selene’s status in the Temple was even higher than his own, so he had no right to challenge her order. Besides, his own appointment was temporary anyway.

Everyone understood Selene’s intention.

Now that General Skye was dead, the Cloude family would certainly be looking for some way to take control of the expeditionary force for itself. If they thrust command on Cloudhawk now and he somehow managed to get them out of this in one piece, they would have more room to maneuver in the future.

Clay Cloude’s sharp eyes were fixed on Selene. For just an instant, there was a cold, lethal light in their depths. Was this girl openly defying her family and patriarch? Was she declaring war on Master Arcturus?


78 / Fortitude


Entrusted with an impossible mission, Cloudhawk was nonetheless forced to accept.

What choice did he have? Whatever the intrigue, whatever the anger, they had to survive first. Nothing was more dangerous than the position they’d been thrust in.

The old drunk and Barb brought Dawn below decks. Her fragile state of mind made her unstable. No one was sure how she would react. Selene, Phain, and the Templars stood by Cloudhawk’s side awaiting orders. They represented the power of the Temple to give Cloudhawk’s new command legitimacy.

The pain and misgivings had to be put aside until this dark hour passed. What happened could not be undone, but they could work to make sure this tragedy didn’t worsen. They had their work cut out for them – the Elysian fleet was in no shape to take a three-pronged attack.

“Ten divisions were gathered for this excursion, totaling roughly sixty thousand men. The fleet currently stands at three hundred and five warships. Twenty of them are heavily damaged, fifty-five have suffered moderate damage, and eighty-nine are managing with minor issues. In addition, there are two hundred logistics and supply ships. Now, the divisions are as follows: the Vanguard, Flank, Airborne...”

Roc rattled off the current state of their armed forces. All of the divisions he named were populated with experienced soldiers. While the attack on Fallowmoor had failed and left them with many damaged ships, total losses were still minimal – perhaps ten percent, twenty at most. It wasn’t enough to threaten the core abilities of the expeditionary force. While Skye Polaris had been a brash and angry man, years of combat had forged him into a capable strategist. He wasn’t foolish enough to break himself and his whole family on a single assault. This fighting force was the last vestiges of the Polaris family’s strength and his most important heritage.

He knew that whatever the cost, they had to get home safely.

Phain’s suspicions about Cloudhawk’s ability to command had merit. He had no experience leading a force of this size. However, during his years in Hell’s Valley, he was taught the basics of tactics and leadership. He also had the guidance of others with more practical knowledge. Cloudhawk was fairly confident he could manage.

This was a time and environment where confidence and bravery were important. Wisdom and tactics, there was none to speak of in this clash. Whenever your opponent had such an overwhelming advantage in power, so-called “strategies” and “tactics” were nothing more than minor parlor tricks that could only be used to stall for a time.

Cloudhawk looked to Roc. “How many do we have in our demon hunter battalion?”

“Three hundred demon hunters have been dispatched with our forces,” he answered. “Two hundred or so are still in fair enough condition to fight.”

The Polaris family wasn’t like the Cloudes who were rich in demon hunter talent. Finding a hundred demon hunters in a group of ten thousand soldiers was considered a good haul for them. But even this small battalion would play an important role.

Out here, a demon hunter’s combat proficiency was secondary.

In a fleet of several hundred ships, only so much information could be passed through shouts and flag signals. This was especially true in this dust storm, which hid anything more than a few meters out from view.

To counter this, each battle group’s command ship was fitted with a psy-tower. Psy-towers worked differently from the three other towers typically found on Elysian warships but were just as important in function.

Demon hunters, with their ability to manipulate and summon mental power, were able to tap into a neural network created by these psy-towers. Through it, information could be passed almost instantaneously, delivering critical battle conditions and orders in a fraction of the time it would normally take.

Where the enemy was attacking from, what flank required more support, damage reports, combat orders – the psy-towers made sure the information was quickly delivered to every part of the fleet. This neural network is what made the entire fleet work as a cohesive fighting force and prevented the chaos of battle from tearing their formations apart.

Now, Skye was not a demon hunter. As such, he was forced to rely on demon hunters for reports and then again when any orders needed to be relayed. From receiving information to processing it to formulating a command and then disseminating it to the fleet, the procedure was a lengthy one with a lot of middlemen in between. It created significant delay and an increased chance that something was missed or relayed incorrectly. In a fleet this size, the negative effects were greatly compounded.

The main factor in the expeditionary force’s sluggishness in responding to the Dark Atom sneak attack was because of this chain of communication.

Luckily, Cloudhawk could prevent this from happening by receiving information directly. He plugged his own mind directly into the neural network.

After plans were discussed, the Elysian ships began to reform. They’d lost half a day after their general was slain in trying to reestablish command. Now, they were forced to escape this perilous setting as fast as possible.

Cloudhawk relayed his orders. Although it was a critical time for the beleaguered fleet, he took a moment to go below and find Dawn.

Everything that had transpired was a particularly cruel blow to the girl. She looked like an entirely different person, drained of all that vivacious energy that usually surrounded her. She looked like she was dead.

It was all so… sudden. She wasn’t ready. A loved one, gone in a blink.

What tormented her worst of all was knowing his killers were just a few feet away, and there wasn’t anything she could do about it. This sort of rage and helplessness changed a person. Cloudhawk knew that it had struck her to her very core. Otherwise, the Dawn he’d known would have let anger devour her. He also knew that this sudden change in disposition didn’t come without deep scars whose dangers would only be revealed in the future.

It was the last thing he wanted to see a friend go through.

“The General was good to me. I’ll always appreciate his respect and the chance at a new life he’d given me.” Cloudhawk walked to Dawn and placed a hand on her shoulder. “I hope you can understand that you aren’t the only one going through this. I’m with you, so don’t carry it all yourself. No matter what happens or what needs to be done, I’ll be right by your side.”

Dawn’s eyes were red and swollen. She didn’t react, as if she hadn’t heard. She just sat there, unmoving, like she was made of wood.

With a scowl, he put both hands on her shoulders and roughly pulled Dawn to her feet. His dark eyes looked deeply into hers. “Hey, where the fuck did that girl who wasn’t scared of nothin’ go? Hell, far as I remember, the only thing you were scared of was losing face. Where the fuck did this weak kid come from?!”

Any other day and Dawn would have put her fist through his face. That’s what he wanted, what he was hoping for. It would at least prove that she hadn’t been completely broken, that she still had some fight left in her, some courage, that she hadn’t given up.

But, she didn’t. There were only the tears that welled up in her eyes and silence.

Dawn had lived every day of her life telling anyone within earshot how great she was. Then, life dropped the hammer. She realized none of it was true – she was weak. She was small. For the first time, she really saw how inferior she was to Selene.

Both women had loved people close to them. Selene’s loss had made her brave, had given her the strength and courage to strike out into the wastelands on her own to seek justice for her father. Dawn didn’t feel brave at all. All she felt was the desperate, foolish hope that this was all somehow a bad dream, just a nightmare she would soon wake up from. The Polaris family couldn’t go on without its patriarch! Dawn couldn’t live without her grandfather!

As for Cloudhawk, he was angry. Really angry! He glared at her with eyes that burned into her skull.

“I will help you. I will make sure Arcturus pays for his crimes.” Cloudhawk’s words bore the weight of grave, honest commitment. “You and I, we’re going to kill him or die trying. Whether we get our revenge or get killed in the process, I’m with you.”

I’m with you! There was a real power in those words. They struck Dawn in the heart like a kick to the chest.

Her wooden expression trembled, and some spirit returned to her tear-streaked face. It was like a light being switched on in an impenetrable darkness, like a drowning man whose fingers wrapped around a lifesaving vine.

Yes, she had suffered a great loss. But she had Cloudhawk. Dawn hung her head, and when she spoke, the bitterness in her voice was cloying. “We can’t win.”

“Fuck that! I can’t believe I’m hearing this shit out of your mouth! The Dawn I know would throw herself sword first at her enemies, whether it was Arcturus or the fuckin’ King of the Gods himself.” Cloudhawk never took his eyes away from her. “All my life, I’ve spat on the idea of fate. If I would have let destiny decide for me, I would have died a long time ago, another corpse in the wastelands!”

Yeah… how would they know they would lose if they never tried?

“Listen, we’re not helpless either. We’ve got Selene and all the rest of them. We might not be ready yet, but one day, we will be and we’ll tear that son of a bitch limb from limb!” Cloudhawk extended a hand to wipe the tears from Dawn’s face. “Trust me.”

His words and conviction were infectious. She felt it fill her up.

Arcturus… he was the greatest demon hunter the world had seen in several centuries. He had more power and influence in the Elysian lands than anyone else.

Yes, Cloudhawk had been given help, guidance, and resources from the Polaris family. But he’d paid all that back in spades. He had no reason to do anything out of a sense of obligation. He didn’t offer to go up against the most powerful man in the world because he felt he had to but because he wanted to. For her. For himself.

Cloudhawk was willing to risk his life to try. Why couldn’t Dawn show the same courage?

Dawn thought about all the years that had passed. Languishing, content with the bare minimum, making trouble instead of applying herself. If she’d instead been mature enough to share the burdens of her grandfather’s struggle, would she be here today? Would he?

Now, her shoulders bore the inescapable burden of avenging her grandfather’s murder. If she shirked it because she was too scared, the entire world would laugh. She would be a crushing disappointment to everyone who mattered.

She was bolstered by a deep, real fortitude. She had to keep getting better. It was the only way to honor her grandfather who gave everything in service to his family. Getting stronger was the only way to earn Cloudhawk’s friendship. She would grow so strong that Selene couldn’t sneer down her nose but would be forced to look up instead.

Arcturus Cloude! No matter how long it takes, no matter what it demands, I will kill you with my own hands!

“Thank you.” A spark of fire had returned to Dawn’s eyes. She looked at the man who had given her strength and courage when she was at her weakest. In that instant, she knew without a shadow of a doubt that nothing would separate them.

Loss was a double-edged sword. It brought crushing pain, but in the right hands, it brought growth.

Cloudhawk hoped the pain of this moment would help Dawn see herself clearly. He hoped it would awaken the potential he knew she had. She wasn’t inferior to Selene in any way. She just needed to discover that power in her. She had the mental prowess of a great demon hunter and the martial ability of a Templar.

Selene had ambitions to be the next Master Demon Hunter as well.

Cloudhawk? A lot had changed for him. There was no way to know what the future would hold. He didn’t know if he would be strong enough, but he knew that deep in the bowels of Woodland Vale, there was another part of his inheritance, silently waiting for him to come and claim it…

Dawn looked over Cloudhawk’s maturing features. Her eyes danced over it as though she were in a dream. That reckless, ignorant boy she met years ago had grown into a man she could rely on.

“Commander!” Roc hurried below decks to find him. “We’ve received urgent reports that an enemy force approaches. We need you on the bridge immediately.”

“Motherf-… This fast?” Cloudhawk followed Roc back to the command center.

Barb and the drunk stood in the doorway after watching the whole exchange. Both weren’t sure how to react.

Vulkan rubbed his temples. “Arcturus isn’t pulling any punches. If these three kids are really dead-set on standing against him, it will take one hell of an effort.”

Barb wasn’t sure how to react. She felt like everything she knew about the world had turned upside down. Arcturus Cloude was the leader of Skycloud and of every demon hunter. He was the man everyone looked up to. A living legend, a hero. But after seeing everything he’d done with her own eyes, a grave chill had sprung up in her heart.

If a man like him were allowed to take control of the whole world… The thought made her shudder. He was already the singular political power in Skycloud, with command over countless demon hunters. In standing against him, Cloudhawk and the others were risking the menace of every major power in the Elysian lands.

What was she supposed to do? Barb stole a glance at the old man at her shoulder. He still looked like he wanted no part of it. She didn’t get it… how could he remain so indifferent?


79 / The Ancient Vessel


When Cloudhawk walked back onto the bridge, he was met with a host of strange stares. Most viewed him with doubt and wonder. After all, he was but a young man. The Warden had no experience but for a few years of training, and that didn’t amount to anything considering the challenge they faced. There was no lack of veteran commanders in the fleet, so why had command fallen to him?

Murmurs began to circulate among the officers.

Templars had taken to standing by Cloudhawk’s side, so there was no immediate mutiny. However, the feeling in the air was that one misstep by this unproven upstart and things would go downhill quickly. The look on Phain’s face painted him as someone with a similar view. After all, many of his soldiers were putting their lives on the line, and that was nothing to play with.

Cloudhawk exchanged a quiet look with Selene. Their eyes met from across the bridge, and in them, they saw each other’s intentions.

Cloudhawk had one shot at summoning a military miracle out of thin air. The steps he took from this moment forward would leave a permanent impression on the gathered officers. It would inform their reactions going forward, for in any future conflict, they would not be so willing to go along with such a mad appointment.

“What’s the situation?”

“Fallowmoor’s forces have caught up. Their fleet is large. It looks like they’ve come in full force.”

Natessa had cobbled together a massive fleet in the span of a single day. Efficient didn’t begin to describe it. She probably used the Crimson One’s death to light a fire under the soldiers and instigate the Wastelands Alliance. That’s how she convinced them to gather up and set out so quickly.

Tens of thousands of troops organized in a day’s time. It would take at least three days before they could withdraw back to Fallowmoor and reinstate defenses.

In other words, if Cloudhawk could rout their forces, it would leave their precious city vulnerable. The Wastelands Alliance wasn’t strong enough to defeat the Elysian flotilla by themselves, so if they crushed them here, Cloudhawk could take Fallowmoor for Skycloud.

Natessa was a bold one. She must already know Skye was dead and thus assumed the expeditionary force would be demoralized. She wasn’t afraid because she was sure the Elysians would choose retreat over confrontation without their general.

That lithe woman with a calm exterior had the mad soul of a gambler. It was no wonder Eckard always called her the crazy one.

“I say this is a grand opportunity!” One of the officers loudly offered his opinion. “If we return home with our tails tucked between our legs, we won’t be able to show our faces to our families or the people of Skycloud. We should take this chance to blast right through them! The wastelanders can’t stand up to the might of our fleet. It’s a sign from the gods to keep up the fight!”

“That’s right!” Another officer called out in agreement. The death of their great General had filled them with a lust for vengeance. Though everyone knew his murderer had only a passing connection to the wastelands, they were eager for some outlet to vent their anger and frustration. “We must seek vengeance for the General!”

“For the General!”

“Relay the order! Our soldiers will take the field again!”

“We would rather die than go home to a pack of rotten, beaten mongrels!”

As Fallowmoor’s forces drew near, the officers all puffed out their chests and clenched their fists. They were ready to give their all.

Yet, Cloudhawk did not give the order as demanded. They would not be caught off-guard by a sneak attack because the order to prepare for one had been given. However, something didn’t sit right in Cloudhawk’s head. Now that Natessa was on the field, she could only play the part she’d been given. But attacking the Elysian fleet with her army was suicide, and she was smarter than that. Cloudhawk was sure she had something up her sleeves.

A sneak attack wouldn’t work, but their forces were still without an accepted leader. If they were attacked all at once from all sides as he feared, the destruction to their forces would be catastrophic!

Cloudhawk's connection to the psy-tower had gathered what information was available from his scout ships. What he saw was a peculiar scene that gave him pause. The wastelander armies were about half an hour out from the fleet on the edges of the dust storm. Patchwork ships hovered in the darkness of night. There was no question that they could see the lights of the fleet in the distance.

They had stopped. Scout ships could tell that they were in a loose formation. What this meant to Cloudhawk was that the moment they attacked, the wastelander ships would separate into different battle groups and attack from every angle.

Logically, the expeditionary force would separate into battle groups to meet this threat and get mired in a one-on-one conflict. If they chose to instead attack single targets at a time, they would still be too cumbersome to maneuver properly. Inevitably, they would be surrounded and caught by an ambush from the other encroaching armies.

It was a standard diversion tactic. Cloudhawk was sure Natessa wasn’t so foolish as to believe she could take on the Elysian fleet on her own.

He delivered his orders, “All ships stop here. Take a defensive formation.”

The other officers looked at him incredulously. Defensive formation? If that was his plan, why not just retreat? Their ships were much faster than the wastelanders, easily capable of throwing off most pursuers. If they attacked instead as the officers preferred, they could crush the heathens like dry weeds before the scythe. What was the point in just… sitting around?

The expeditionary force slowly came to a halt. They formed into a circular defensive pattern.

Undamaged ships comprised the outside of the formation while those that had suffered from the previous assault were protected within. This was to prevent them from further harm while still utilizing their fighting capabilities. Still, the officers were not pleased with the decision.

“You’re being too passive!”

“Why are we afraid of such a small enemy force?!”

They started to clamor and gripe, their incredulous voices filling the bridge. A move like this only proved that Cloudhawk was a man without courage. Sitting back like this just made them a target for the wastelander ships and their superior range!

Upon seeing that the Elysian fleet was not approaching, the wastelander forces formed up and started to slowly approach. However, it was another forward force that appeared, suddenly and in close proximity.

“Careful ahead!”

“Mutant birds approaching!”

Dark clouds hung over the gathered warships except they were not clouds at all. Swaths of shadowy figures fell onto the vessels. Those clouds of dark shapes disintegrated into individual mutant birds, thousands of them with tearing claws and stabbing beaks.

The soldiers were taken aback in shock and fear. What the hell was this? Hadn’t they eradicated these wretched birds already?

Cloudhawk had long assumed Autumn was waiting in the wings, searching for a chance to play her tricks. After Shepherd took control of her body, the girl that was once Autumn had her mental prowess increased by several orders of magnitude. Her fighting capabilities had become comparable to a Master Demon Hunter in the space of an instant. But Shepherd’s greatest danger wasn’t her by herself.

It was her ability to bend plants and animals to her will. All manner of weak-willed beings fell under her control, quickly changing the very environment against her foes.

After losing the first wave of beasts, it took Autumn only a few days to gather another flock. An offensive like that would hamstring even the mighty Elysian force, but she had not anticipated they would have adopted a defensive posture so early. Each ship was perfectly positioned to assist one another, wholly preventing the beasts from breaking through the protective line.

Countless blasts of energy streaked from the expeditionary force. Unfathomable numbers of flying beasts exploded into chunks of quivering meat.

“The Dark Atom and Woodland Vale have joined the fight.” Cloudhawk’s brows knitted tight. “Soon, Abaddon and Autumn will show their faces. Grand Prior Phain, I need you to lead the Templars to battle against them.”

“As you command!”

Phain did as he was ordered without a second thought. His mission was to prevent Abaddon and Autumn from wreaking havoc in the fleet to the best of his ability.

The Dark Atom warships and their Wastelands Alliance counterparts had picked up speed and were closing in. Once within range, their long-range bombardment commenced. In its circular formation, the Elysian fleet became the center of this furious salvo, turning it into a ball of fire. From time to time, a shot would find its way past the shields and strike a ship but to only very limited effect.

Cloudhawk waited. Wastelander weapons had a glaring limitation, and that was the need for ammo.

Once they survived the opening attack, the expeditionary force could mount a counteroffensive while their enemies reloaded. It wasn’t like a bunch of birds and rickety airships could withstand Elysian might when it was turned on them.

Yet, even while Cloudhawk waited to attack, he wasn’t idle. As they suffered the seething anger of their enemies, he was constantly adjusting the formations. Those ships whose shields were running low retreated and were replaced with those that could suffer more punishment. It made their defense more fluid and dynamic, greatly reducing the potential danger of wastelander missiles.

All of the officers who had vociferously been decrying Cloudhawk’s leadership were now silent. His actions spoke for themselves: decisive, systematic, precise – nothing like the greenhorn they expected. Was he some sort of tactical genius?

In the midst of Cloudhawk’s methodical defense, he was suddenly struck by an intense sense of foreboding.

He’d had a talent all his life for sensing danger when it was near. It always came over him when a deadly attack was imminent. Years of experience have taught him that feeling was always right.

But this time, it was different. Before, the danger he felt was always directed at himself. However, the moment he reached with his mind into the neural network, he could feel the whole fleet – and the danger presented to any part of it. He could accurately determine where that danger would strike.

“Deliver my orders! 1600, Third Division – engage your shields at full strength!”

The others on the bridge were again at a loss. However, Elysian training drilled into them the need to obey and to do so quickly. Without a moment’s hesitation, they delivered his commands and the shields were engaged towards where he indicated. Surrounding ships immediately injected their surplus energy into the main ships’ shields as support, forming an enormous wall of crackling power.

In less than half a minute after the barrier was raised, a beam of incomparable strength streaked towards them from ten thousand meters away. It struck the barrier so hard that even at full strength, the Elysian shield nearly buckled.

Gaping, pale faces stared in the direction the beam had come from.

What sort of ghastly attack was this?! The power behind it was nothing short of incredible!

If not for Cloudhawk’s quick reaction, the beam would have ripped a hole clear through the Elysian formation.

How did he know? Could he somehow see the future?

Cloudhawk paid no mind to the stares. He felt another wave of strange power wash through him and immediately ordered the shield moved. As he expected, another dense rain of blows came from the new direction. All of it was deflected.

“1500! Second Division, shields!”

Aegis’s dominating defense was on full display. Another blast struck its formidable shields head-on. One shot might have been a coincidence, but two proved it – Cloudhawk really could tell where the attacks were coming from and when. That prescience was saving lives.

He could sense that whatever enemy was behind the trigger for this gun wasn’t part of the Wastelands Alliance. They also weren’t Dark Atom. The source of the attacks was located ten kilometers away or more. This was the longest-ranged weapon he’d ever seen. How could the wastelands have this sort of ordinance?

If any Elysian had encountered something like this before, they would have remembered. There was only one explanation – this was some new enemy they’d never faced before!

That meant the Wastelands Alliance, the Dark Atom, Woodland Vale, and… whatever this was, were all attacking at the same moment. Not only did they time and execute this attack with incredible precision, but that deadly beam would have also ripped their ships apart. If Cloudhawk had listened to the bloodthirsty officers, the fleet might have already been lost.

“God’s Spear!”

Cloudhawk knew where the mysterious enemy was firing from. Now, it was time to hit back with the best Skycloud had.

A thick golden beam seared the darkness, shooting into the distance. Out in the darkness of night, a plume of angry fire erupted. They hit something. Whatever it was couldn’t hide.

It gradually pushed through the dark clouds, revealing a hulking behemoth that startled everyone who looked upon it. It was entirely unlike anything they’d ever seen.

It was at least four times larger than any ship in the Elysian fleet. It was of strange construction like an enormous black umbrella, open and tipped on its side. The underside of its domed surface was bristling with weapons and docks for a flotilla of smaller aircraft.

A mothership! Hideously ugly and absolutely terrifying! The most intact weapon of the ancients that had ever been unearthed to date!

It also had its own defensive measures, which reduced the blast from God’s Spear to nothing but a small burned hole. Nothing created by the wastelands could withstand one of Skycloud’s deadliest weapons. This was something of a completely different grade.


80 / Siegebreaker


The enormous mothership was an imposing deterrent force on the battlefield. It shattered everyone’s preconceived notions of the wastelands’ air force.

Most of the machinery found in the wastelands was scavenged piecemeal. They were relics of a bygone era, combined to create mishmash constructs that barely held together. Among them, their airships were particularly grotesque and rarely-encountered. Only the strongest wastelander groups possessed them, and those were either propelled with hot air balloons, some sort of gliding mechanism, or the like.

Their ships were limited in how much damage they could take. There were also restrictions on their capabilities due to shoddy craftsmanship, so much so that normal use was often only achievable with considerable effort. Even the more advanced ancient tech was clumsily employed. All of this meant that one-on-one, many of the best wastelander vessels couldn’t take on the most basic Elysian warship.

But this thing was completely different. It could go against Skycloud’s best ships blow-for-blow.

Elysians weapons were the pinnacle of art, beauty, and power. In contrast, this mothership was an altar to streamlined pragmatism. It was built to be a weapon, and no frills or aesthetics were considered in its construction. Every inch had to be useful, and no ornamentation or waste was tolerated. This vessel was purely a weapon of mass destruction.

It was constructed in the shape of an umbrella. Like its inspiration, it could open and close as needed. When shut, it was best suited for high-speed flight like an arrow streaking across the sky. Once opened, it focused electromagnetic energy to the fore to create a shield. While not as powerful as Elysian pylons, it still mounted a formidable defense.

In the center was an enormous cannon currently pulsing with light. From what they’d seen, it was as deadly as God’s Spear. One shot could level a mountain.

Of course, as with all weapons of this sort, it greatly drained its energy source with each use. As the wastelands’ greatest deficiency was energy, every shot was precious. The Elysians now knew that the wastelands had an absolutely dominating weapon, but they could only use it if they had the energy to fire its guns.

Where the hell did they dig this thing up?

Luckily, Cloudhawk’s preternatural senses allowed him to pinpoint the ship through the darkness and engage their defenses. Without him, they would have been caught unawares and likely would have lost an entire flank. Now that it was closer, they could see wastelanders scrambling over the ship’s surface, clambering into the honeycomb of cannons and artillery guns that dotted it. A moment later, the ancient vessel was a storm of light as its payload was released.

Zeppelins, precision-guided missiles, automated suicide aircraft – they all launched from the ship and blasted towards the expeditionary force like a hellish rain.

Dark Atom and Woodland Vale, the Wastelands Alliance, and this mysterious new foe all launched their attacks simultaneously. Luckily for the Elysians, they were in a defensible position, but even so, they couldn’t completely protect themselves from this incredible assault.

Once the tripartite siege was fully underway, the sky came alive with angry fire and terrible explosions. Zeppelins and airborne forces cut off any means of escape. Caught in this passive stance, the Elysians could only suffer the beating or risk being smashed to pieces.

The wastelander attack was strong, and the scope of their ambush was suffocating. An anxious expression painted Selene’s face, in part because of their bleak condition but also because a loss would fall heavily on Cloudhawk’s head. Her quick thinking in forcing him to lead would be a crushing disservice.

Her shining eyes turned toward him. She saw a man who was calm and collected, absorbed in commanding their fleet. Through the neural network, he was constantly gathering information. Through it, he knew the condition of every part of his fleet.

The mothership’s main weapon started to pulse quicker. At such close range, the attack would pose a serious threat to the expeditionary force.

Cloudhawk quickly told Aegis to reposition. Just in time, for no sooner was it in place than a beam of energy as thick as a gas tanker slammed into it. The explosion was deafening, and even the air around them seemed to ripple in protest. Elysian soldiers stared in horror as the shield cracked, split, and part of the beam hit Aegis. The hulking defense ship lurched to one side, and the whole thing shuddered.

Roc was stunned at the sight. “How did they suddenly get so strong?”

But no, they weren’t getting stronger. Elysian shields were getting weaker.

It was true that the beam was a little stronger since it didn’t have to travel as far, which gave it a small boost. However, the Elysian fleet was under tremendous duress. The first wave of attacks was the fiercest as the wastelanders spared nothing, and it only continued from all four sides. A constant barrage of attacks fell on Skycloud’s ships, giving them no time to recover. Over time, energy drained and less was available to bolster their shields.

“God’s Spear!”

Cloudhawk saw the weapon gearing up for another shot and knew he couldn’t let it. While he didn’t know how many more times the mothership could use that cannon, he sure as hell knew his ships couldn’t take much more.

Their shields weren’t back to full strength yet. Another shot would blast right through and tear a hole through their formation.

Natessa would then command all her zeppelins, small airships, and airborne fighters to slip in wherever they could. Once past the defensive line, they would wreak havoc, and the Elysians would be beaten.

Aegis and God’s Spear were a special class of warship. Their fleet had two of each supported by battle groups. One Aegis was situated at the front of the formation with the other at the rear. One of them was still recovering. The fleet also had two God’s Spear ships, and only one of them was ready to fire.

It was gathering energy from a dozen nearby ships, rapidly depleting their shields to half strength.

Officers watched what appeared to be a gamble, Cloudhawk’s last resort to darken the mothership before the beam struck again. A ribbon of golden light streaked from within the Elysian formation.

At the same time, a pulse of powerful electromagnetic energy arose from the mothership. The particles erupted in a dispersed pattern to weaken anything that tried to pass through. In this way, it functioned just like a shield.

All four armies rattled as the impact swept across the battlefield. The attack from God’s Spear broke through the shield, found purchase, and the ancient vessel listed to one side.

A delay of several seconds followed, and then, the main gun fired.

In that instant, Cloudhawk delivered another order, “Break formation! Scatter!”

A stunning scene ensued where the circular formation split down the middle like it’d been cut by a knife.

The mothership’s beam slipped right through that channel. It missed the fleet entirely! The level of precision needed to move so many ships was incredible! Everyone – from Selene to all the officers - stared in open shock. It really seemed like Cloudhawk could read the future, see where the enemy was going to attack. Had they all been wrong? Was Cloudhawk some secret military genius?

Natessa seized on the break in their formation. Countless airborne units – wastelander soldiers straddling mutant birds – surged into the fissure. They laid into the Elysian ships with machine guns and missile launchers in the hopes of splitting their forces further. It was a textbook attempt to divide and conquer.

Cloudhawk called out his next command, “Abandon ranks. Everyone, break for open air!”

What sort of lunatic gave an order like that?!

Although their enemies were many in number and furious in their attacks, there was still a chance for the Elysians to fight back. Defeat was not a given. Indeed, they’d managed to survive the first wave. Even without their general and surrounded on all sides, they were turning the tide. They could fight back.

The wastelanders had teeth, but they were nothing but a pack of mongrels. Since the ambush began, the Elysians had suffered no real casualties. The wastelander strategy could be declared a failure.

But break out of the siege? Did Cloudhawk understand what he was ordering? More than that, to abandon ranks? Every man for himself?

When an army broke formation, its power was reduced by at least half. He might as well be giving their enemies the Elysian fleet on a silver platter!

But Cloudhawk was the acting commander and these were special circumstances. They could not defy orders, so officers bit back their protests and did as commanded. Each half of the fleet turned and burned at full speed towards the enemy ranks, splitting apart as they tried to fight through the ambush. After a brief and intense clash, they succeeded in breaking through the yet-to-be-fully-formed wastelander blockade.

Their enemies scrambled to catch up, making them disjointed and no longer such a deadly threat. Since their target had split, they weren’t sure which part to pursue.

Did the Elysians break ranks in order to force the wastelander armies to follow their example? How could they expect such a thing?

As the wastelanders struggled to get themselves back under control, both halves of the expeditionary force got some distance in opposite directions.

Failing to reach a conclusion, the enemy forces fell in with the decision of their commanding vessel. They focused on one half of the broken Elysian fleet while sending a token force towards the other to keep tabs on them.

Elysian ships were uniform in speed and faster than their wastelander counterparts. Once they broke out of the encirclement, they could easily lose most hunters.

Wastelander ships and their mounted forces all varied in how fast they could give chase, forcing their ranks to thin out. In their greed, the wastelanders wanted to destroy both parts of the Elysian fleet but failed to crush either. Their ambush had failed. The expeditionary force would not be wiped out here.

One half successfully escaped. The other was being pursued by several hundred wastelander ships.

The ancient mothership dared not embark alone. It could only push ahead as fast as it dared and rely on its advantage of long-range artillery to harass the Elysians’ rear.

Cloudhawk ordered Aegis to the rear, neutering most of their efforts but not all. A handful of shots still found their targets.
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The two forces raced over the blasted wastelands. It wasn’t long before Natessa discovered something strange.

Her quarry would increase or decrease speed, maintaining a set distance between their forces – just enough so that she thought they could catch up. The realization struck her like a slap to the face. They were acting like bait…

This definitely wasn’t Skye Polaris’s style! But that was expected since he was supposed to have died. Who, then, was commanding the fleet?

The chase continued for a little less than half the night. Wastelander ships expended much of their ammo to little effect. Instead, the expeditionary force was leading them around by the nose.

Natessa decided to break off the chase. There was too great a difference in speed. If the Elysians wanted to kite them around the wastelands, her forces had no way to stop them. Natessa hated being forced to react to her enemy. It gave her foes control of the fight.

She gave the order. What followed was completely outside of her expectations.

The piece of the fleet they’d been chasing swung around and came charging right at them. A second ago, they’d been the prey, but suddenly, they stole the role of predator.

What the hell were they thinking?

A creeping foreboding slithered up Natessa’s spine.

Eckard’s urgent voice called out, “We’re trapped! Elysian ships have appeared at our rear. They have us surrounded.”

Natessa’s eyes narrowed. The two halves of their fleet had fled in two opposite directions! They’d chased after this half, but she never stopped receiving reports on the other. How did she find herself in between the two all of a sudden? All that chasing only to be surrounded by the ones they were supposed to be pursuing.

It came to her suddenly. “I think I know who’s commanding the fleet. For what it’s worth, we definitely trained him well.”

Cloudhawk. It had to be him. The tactics were just the sort she would use. Split your force in two and make it look like they left in different directions but not in an exactly straight line. A large, discrete circle. The distance made it hard to tell they were constantly turning by slight degrees.

The sprawling deserts made for a poor directional reference. But, she knew it was true. They’d just flown in a massive circle. Humans had a limited sense of space and scale, and what they thought they knew could be easily manipulated.

In the darkness of night, with no moon or stars, the landscape all looked the same. The only point of reference was the ships they chased. They’d all assumed they were going in a straight line, all the while getting further away from the other half of the fleet. In reality, both halves got closer with every passing kilometer, all at Cloudhawk’s command. They were two slowly arcing halves of a circle.

Natessa’s forces had used much of their ammo and energy. It was too late to retreat. She was stuck out here, hundreds of kilometers away from Fallowmoor and the dust storm that could protect them.
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“Heh… that was fun, right? Now, get a taste of your own fuckin’ medicine.” Cloudhawk stood on the bridge of his ship, glaring at the wastelander ships dead ahead.

“Attack!”

Two streaks of golden light shot towards the wastelanders, one from in front and the other from behind. God’s Spear!

In the growing light of dawn, those ribbons of light tore into Natessa’s ranks. Ships detonated, and their explosions rocked nearby vessels. Elysian ships quickly closed in, locking their enemies in a tri-pronged siege and then aggressively pushing inward. They’d turned an ambush meant for them into a trap for their enemies.


81 / Survival


The wastelander forces were in turmoil.

In a greedy rush to devour the Elysians, many of the slower wastelander ships had fallen behind. With diminished numbers, it would be a struggle to kill one half of the Elysian fleet, let alone surviving when caught between both.

But, they would not sit idly by!

The ancient vessel spread open again, funneling energy into its cannon. It took aim, preparing to blast a hole through their shields. After days of continuous battle, the Elysians were spent. How much more could they endure? If Hell’s Army was going to suffer, then they’d make sure Skycloud did as well!

But, would Cloudhawk give them a chance?

God’s Spear fired first, loosing a streak of golden light. It was too fast. The mothership had no time to engage its particle shield. Without anything to stop it, the beam struck, piercing the barrel of the central cannon. All the power it’d gathered was released as the weapon lost control. A deafening explosion followed.

And then another and another in a chain reaction that obliterated half of the enormous vessel. With a terrible groan of metal, it listed into the distance and sank until it collided with a mountainside. A ball of fire slowly rolled skyward, and a column of thick black smoke marked the mothership’s final resting place.

Flames from the wreckage reflected in Natessa’s narrowed eyes. But instead of anger or a sense of loss, her lips were pulled up in a smirk.

Eckard scowled at the enemy fleet. “It’s too much. We need to find a way to fall back.”

Natessa nodded. “We’ll lose them in the mountains of the Northern Barrens. Take us down.”

Elsewhere on the bridge of a Dark Atom ship, Wolfblade was also grinning. “They’re too strong. This situation has become out of control.”

Abaddon and Autumn were standing in front of him.

“We’ve certainly stirred up trouble.” Abaddon’s red eyes bore a particularly dangerous glint. “We’ve done what we set out to do.”

Autumn’s pretty face was drawn into a scowl. She didn’t understand why she’d been roped into this mortal conflict. She was a god, above these petty and boring concerns. But Wolfblade had promised to rid her of that nagging voice of the girl she took and restore her divine powers. She couldn’t lift her nose at that offer.

Hellflower sauntered over to them. “It’s not good. I would propose you spread out into the mountains and disappear until the Elysians leave.”

Whole ships were abandoned or stashed on the mountains, and their crews – at great risk – tried to escape the Elysian fleet. Only a small remnant of the impressive force remained, and they filtered into the mountains.
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“Incredible.” Roc’s face was joyful and incredulous. “We’ve crushed the wastelanders’ main forces, and our losses account for a fraction of what we dealt. It’s simply… but for the loss of our General, we would be returning home with a flawless victory.”

In what had become commonplace for Cloudhawk, everyone was looking at him with new eyes. There were even traces of awe in the eyes of the Templars.

He had a sixth sense for danger and an incredible grasp of leadership. He had real military potential. With training and experience, there was no doubt he had the talent for high command. Now, Roc understood what the old man had seen in him. Skye might not have had the talent of those Master Demon Hunters, but he had a gift for reading people. It was a wise choice to cultivate Cloudhawk’s talents and guide him to lead the family.

But now, the fate of the Polaris family would be very difficult. As would Cloudhawk’s, the wastelands’, Skycloud’s, and potentially the whole world’s...

There was no sense in asking “what if?” Skye Polaris was dead and not coming back. Everything moved forward as some dark destiny intended.

“What should be our next step?”

“Do you even need to ask?”

“You must pluck up the weeds by their roots!”

Everyone immediately began calling to press the attack.

Their enemies had lost their weapons of war, and without them, it would be a long time before they were once again a threat. However, there were still many soldiers who had survived, and who could tell what tragedy they would orchestrate next? For the safety of the realm, it was better to eliminate their enemies when they were weak.

Elysian warships spread and out began to search. Cloudhawk led a small group to survey the ruins of the mothership.

It had been a priceless link to the past. The vessel contained science and knowledge that could transform the wastelands. Now, it was nothing but scrap metal. As Cloudhawk looked out over the burning ruin, he couldn’t help but feel pity.

Once they’d gotten close enough, they could see survivors picking their way towards the wreckage. The Elysian ships prepared to barrage the ground with their pylons.

But something tickled at the back of Cloudhawk’s mind. He spotted one small group leap out from the ship and begin fighting another cluster. “Those are… Elysian soldiers!”

Elysian soldiers? In that ancient vessel? How could that be?

It clicked. Cloudhawk’s brows shot up. “The Talons. Drake. Those are our men!”

His original intention was to rescue them, having received word that they’d been caught in an ambush. Cloudhawk and the others got swept up in the push for Fallowmoor, but never in that time did they hear word of Drake or the Talons.

It turned out they survived by being captured. Once the mothership crashed, they made to escape. However, the soldiers were in bad shape with open wounds and tattered armor. They were clearly in a dangerous situation.

“We can’t attack,” Cloudhawk called for everyone to hold off. “Let’s send people down to get them first before we start killing indiscriminately.”

The officers looked at one another for a moment before one spoke up. “We have an opportunity to decimate the enemy without them fighting back. We should take advantage of our airships and higher vantage points to clear them out. Once we’re in the mountains, we’ll lose them.”

Cloudhawk’s anger flared. “So you expect us to just watch as our people are massacred?”

“We have no way of confirming their identities! Nor is that a reason for throwing away our advantage!” The officer applied sound reasoning. “We cannot let this piece of the field draw us from the big picture. If those are Elysian soldiers, then they would gladly give their lives for the peace and security of our realm. They knew it was a possibility from the beginning.”

Everyone else was silent, but most agreed.

From a logical standpoint, the right decision was to scour this site, eliminate all the survivors. A blast from God’s Spear would slay most, and a ground squad could clean up what was left without a problem.

“Fuck your sacrifice, this is a goddamn order. Now, do it!”

Cloudhawk didn’t spare an ounce of his contempt in front of the gathered officers.

Although the reprimanded soldier’s face darkened in anger, there was nothing more to discuss.
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Hammont Seacrest’s body was a collection of injuries.

He clambered through a twisted metal hatch where a wastelander swung around with his gun raised. Hammont’s eyes went wide. He was done for. But then, a large tungsten steel sword swept by and cut the wastelander in two. A big man, covered in blood, trotted towards him with a grin. “You have amazing luck, fat man, if you can survive flying into a mountain.”

“Don’t curse me like that, Drake, sir. I can’t die until I’m a general.”

Hammont rolled out of the hatch like a globe of meat. Two more figures emerged from the wreckage to join them. Rio and Brontes were also still alive.

Drake took the initiative. “How many live?”

“I’m not sure. We’ve gathered about thirty, but there may be others. The whole area is crawling with heathens though. We don’t have enough to hold them off.”

“Doesn’t matter. Kill one and it’s enough. Every dead blasphemer after that is icing on the cake.”

Drake picked his sword up from the ground. His head snapped up at the sound of shouting as suddenly, a group of a hundred or more wastelanders came charging at them. Many were mutants, but one woman, in particular, caught his eye.

She was also a mutant, which meant one did not expect good looks. Her skin was like a leathery old woman, and she was maybe seventy years old. She was short in stature, and both of her eyes were covered by something. Her long wavy hair wriggled and whipped like an octopus’s tentacles or a thousand angry snakes.

Drake scowled when he saw her. “It doesn’t look like we’re slipping away.”

Four beings in the Northern Barrens were considered to have reached the highest level of mutant evolution in the wastelands. Because of this, they were called the Four Kings and were recognized by the color of their robes. The Green and the Black already pledged themselves to the Conclave of Justice. The remaining two had yet to reveal themselves.

She was known for her purple robe and the purple snakes that were her hair. King Cobra was what they called her, but her name was Naga.

Word was Naga’s skin was like that of a snake, and her mutation changed each time she shed. The first time, her hair had turned to snakes. The next, she emerged with super regenerative powers. Most recently, her gaze could not turn people to stone…

Her abilities were many, but what the stories always focus on was her eyes. A mere glance was enough to condemn someone to an agonizing death of petrification, an ability comparable to the abilities of a demon hunter.

Her role among the Kings was not unlike that of a Seeker. She had lived for over a hundred years, spending all that time acquiring old memories and ancient knowledge. Her scientific insights were not inferior to the likes of Roste, Three-Eyed Spider, or Hellflower.

The ancient vessel had been her most prized possession: Naga’s roving fortress! Now, it lay in ruins – destroyed in pursuit of those bastard Elysians. In a fit of rage, she threw herself at the despicable outsiders.


82 / Castigation Fire


Dense smoke, shuddering explosions. Intense heat warped the air.

It was too much chaos for Drake to get a bead on their whole situation. After they were captured, they were brought to the mothership and locked in prison, so they had no idea what was going on in the world outside. They didn’t even know what direction they were facing, much less what had shot this behemoth out of the sky.

Drake leaned over to help a wounded soldier to his feet as the crack of gunfire sounded from nearby. Bullets started raining on them. He waved his sword and put it between himself and the gunfire, but the soldier he’d been helping wasn’t so lucky. He was peppered with half a dozen shots. His armor protected him from one, but one caught him in the eye. It splattered his brain across the ground, killing him instantly.

“Motherfuckers!” Drake let the soldier’s body drop. Wrapping both hands around his blade, he roared at them, “I’m right here! Kill me if you think you can!”

“To the end!” Hammont had also fished out a weapon. “Death before surrender!”

Brontes and Roc gathered what Elysians remained and got them ready to rush the enemy. No one would suffer being captured again. They would rather die.

“You’re certainly brave.”

The hoarse voice of a woman called to them. Naga, with her head of whipping snakes, emerged from the thick smoke. In her wrinkled hand was a strange rod made in the ancient style. Even as she walked through walls of fire, she was unscathed. When she and her entourage of gun-wielding wastelanders appeared, it was clear that she was their leader.

Drake had learned to watch where he looked, especially when the monster had her mask off. Those pupil-less, white orbs held some sort of devilish power. It’d caught them off guard before. Hence, their capture.

There was a flash of energy from her eyes. Moments after it swept across the charging Elysians, the screams began. Soldiers twisted in agony before losing consciousness, their faces contorted from some horrific psychic attack.

Drake shouted over their screams, “All together!”

Naga’s vision swept towards him.

His body was like a machine, poised to strike when all of a sudden, it felt like someone threw a wrench into the works. Every muscle froze up and clenched tightly. He was frozen.

“Bitch!” Hammont tried to close the distance but stuttered to a halt after a few steps, as rigid as a statue.

Elysian soldiers were trained to accept death before capture, and few were ever taken alive. Naga’s damnable and infernal powers robbed them of a glorious death in battle.

Of the four kings, Naga was the second strongest. Her capabilities were better than Toad and Canker’s combined. It was said she could even challenge Blood for the height of mutant achievement with her petrifying gaze.

Of course, Naga was not a demon hunter. Her eyes didn’t truly turn people to stone. The tales were really just tales.

What her most recent mutation had unlocked was the ability to send energy through visual contact. Energies she radiated from her eyes had an intense effect on creatures with extensive nervous systems. Unlike an Elysian psion, who might attack the will or spirit, her energies threw one’s nervous system into chaos.

That was the fate that had befallen the soldiers who’d rushed her. Her gaze instantly stimulated every nerve in their bodies, filling their minds with pain.

An attack like this, from the perspective of the victim, was like experiencing the most excruciating pain in one’s life all at once, everywhere. Even the strongest wills would crumble before very long. If the condition persisted, the prey’s entire nervous system would collapse, and they would die from the pain.

But Drake and the others were frozen, not in pain. This was also Naga’s doing.

Just as she could infect someone with unthinkable torment, she could cut off nerves entirely. Her victims could lose consciousness and become locked in place. At the extreme, if the petrification reaches their heart, they would die within a minute.

This was the origin of the tales about her petrifying gaze.

Potent though her natural mutations were, they reached incredible levels through Naga’s own efforts. She was a gifted scientist and used her intelligence to understand her powers. Her name resounded through the Northern Barrens for a reason.

She’d already killed two of them with a glance. Even Drake hardly lasted an instant before his muscles betrayed him.

Her expression sour, Naga walked closer to the hapless Elysians with the help of her walking stick. Light continued to pour from her eyes, and when she spoke, a black snake writhed out of her mouth as her tongue. “You sshould never have come here, Elyssianss. You’ve desstroyed my fortress – a quick death is not your fate. I will make you pay for your sstupidity.”

Drake, Brontes, Rio, and Hammont. These men were not weaklings, but before Naga, they were like dolls.

It was a bitter realization that they were so powerless against her. The mutant was certainly no demon hunter, but the power at her command was just as deadly.

Her hair began to writhe. Every strand of it was a purple snake that eagerly curled on her head as she approached them. While none of the Elysians knew what her motives could be, the sinking feeling in their guts was telling enough.

Shadows flitted by from overhead, and eyes darted skyward. Cloudhawk, with Basilisk drawn, was falling towards them with a group of soldiers. Before Naga realized, a bolt of energy pierced her leathery flesh. She reeled back with a shrill howl and backed away.

She wasn’t the only one with the power to turn people to stone. Cloudhawk’s bow gave her a taste of what the stories said about her.

Drake and the others regained movement and gaped in utter shock. Hammont was practically shedding tears. Somehow, Cloudhawk just knew when they were in mortal danger and showed up in the nick of time.

Elysian soldiers appeared all around the ruins. Many of them were among the expeditionary force’s best. Wastelander forces were cut off from fleeing.

After landing a shot, Cloudhawk put Basilisk away. “This place will be crawling with wastelander soldiers and mutants. Our ship is just above. Let’s find an open area to board and get out of here.”

Everyone began to fall back without question.

It’d only been a day since the fight on Fallowmoor. Cloudhawk’s wounds were not yet fully healed, so he wasn’t keen on the idea of another nasty fight. However, as he helped get everyone back, he caught a flash of movement. Naga was there, unscathed.

Strange. Basilisk didn’t work? When he looked closer, he saw a hole in her chest, through and through. He had struck her, but one of Naga’s mutations allowed her to shed parts of herself. She must have discarded the affected skin before it could spread.

She was every bit a high-grade mutant!

Her milky eyes sparked with power!

Cloudhawk was reaching back for his bow when he suddenly lost control of his muscles. Maddening, indescribable pain exploded through every inch of him. It was possibly more agonizing than Castigation Fire.

“Cloudhawk!” Drake skid to a halt, turning to come to his aid.

“Don’t stop!” he managed to croak. “Keep going!”

He then reached out to his stone and phased. Immediately, the pain vanished.

Naga’s powers worked by launching energy. While it was an incredible feat, once one knew the origins, it was easier to defend against. For instance, any shield that blocked energy would negate her power. Cloudhawk’s phase power had a similar effect.

Drake saw that Cloudhawk seemed to have things in hand and followed after the others.

Naga glared at the agitator who had somehow thrown off her power. Her eyes were cold, angry depths. “An Elyssian demon hunter. You have ssome sskills.”

Cloudhawk grinned at her. “One or two tricks, you know. Want to see a few more?”

Her wrinkled frame suddenly shot forward with incredible agility. Quick and erratic, she was in front of Cloudhawk before he realized. Her body stretched like there was a serpent living inside that humanoid body.

How many nightmarish abilities did this bitch have?! Cloudhawk already saw that she had impressive regeneration, freaky eyes, and the ability to change her shape. She was a real example of what the wastelands could produce when dialed up to the extreme. She was unique, but if forced to compare her to demon hunters, she would be on par with the likes of Clay or Wyrmsole.

Cloudhawk was wounded. A reckless fight wasn’t going to go his way. Then, he thought of something.

Naga closed in on him with an open maw. Black, toxic fire smoldered in her mouth, but as she prepared to breathe it over this human, she discovered he was already aflame.

A sickly green flame. Curious. Strange. Naga felt no heat, but the danger that poured off of it felt scalding.

It was too late to get out of the way. Cloudhawk forced the flames into an orb and thrust it into Naga’s twisted, ugly body. Her screech was like a call from the grave. Such a small ball of fire should be nothing to Naga, but this cursed flame spread quickly.

Her wretched body was consumed by fire like she’d been coated in oil. Naga had never experienced something this frightening and screamed for her life.


83 / Hemmed In


“Boss!”

Several wastelanders reached for her in a panic to try and douse the flames. Instead, the flame spread to them like some kind of evil curse. With the faintest touch, they were consumed and threw themselves upon the ground in desperation.

Nothing seemed able to stop the green fires. Everything it touched – flesh, clothing – became infected. Even as they thrashed around on the ground or doused themselves with their canteens, the result was the same. It was all to no avail. This foul power only looked like fire. It was nothing like it.

Fire was a natural reaction, the release of energy in the form of heat. These green tongues of flame didn’t release energy at all. On the contrary, it was more like a bacteria that devoured everything it touched. It gobbled up energy and split, constantly spreading in the mindless need to consume. Until the will that commanded it ceased, the fires would never dampen.

Indeed, this was an artifact whose power was almost all-conquering. The effusion of fire was a shock to everyone, even Cloudhawk. The Crimson One had given him the source flame before his death, and it was that what Cloudhawk had reached for. When his will joined with the flame, it poured forth a steady stream of Castigation Fire.

An attack like this was a death sentence for nearly any living thing. Even a mutant as highly developed as Naga couldn’t escape its hunger. The Crimson One had been a major threat largely because of the legendary power of Castigation Fire. If it’d been Cloudhawk wielding the fire in their earlier fights, even a Master Demon Hunter like the Crimson One would have feared him.

Yet, its destructive capabilities weren’t its best part. Aside from his phase stone, it was the greatest relic Cloudhawk owned. In his first encounter with the green fires in Fishmonger’s Borough, he had nearly died. It’d destroyed his Quiet Carnage, but it spread its power throughout his body in the process.

That meant Castigation fire could smelt relics! Cloudhawk didn’t understand how it worked, but imagine what he could do if he condensed his weapons into power and absorbed them all. He wouldn’t need relics at all. He’d be an unstoppable force. Like a god!

The Demon King had once told Cloudhawk that the truly powerful cast off the yoke of relics. They either rose above the need for them or absorbed them into themselves and consumed their energies. In that way, you could make yourself into the greatest relic of all.

Cloudhawk resisted the Demon King’s wishes for him, but he had to acknowledge one fact. The creature was once the single mightiest living thing on this earth. During the wars, he waged battle against countless gods, the Shepherd Goddess among them. He had the power to contend with the King of Gods himself. Though he ultimately lost, that defeat did not detract from how overwhelmingly powerful the Demon King had been – he was far greater than any human. There was no question he understood the nature of strength.

Besides, he was already dead. He had nothing to lose in speaking the truth. A creature dead one thousand years would not have a reason to lie to his inheritor. Cloudhawk had no interest in taking up the mantle of Demon King, but why not learn what he could? Make himself stronger?

Naga was still aflame. Her doom was all but assured.

Cloudhawk gently snapped his finger and summoned another ball of fire. He threw it towards another group of wastelanders where it detonated, spewing motes of green fire in all directions. They infected all of the nearby soldiers. Moments later, the howls increased.

Cloudhawk walked among them as they turned to pillars of ash. Not even a stitch of clothing was left unburned. Wastelander mutants? Beneath his concern!

It didn’t feel like very long ago that Cloudhawk would have been killed ten times over by one of these soldiers. Today, they were an annoyance he could resolve with a flick of a finger. He didn’t let the realization stoke his ego. There were potentially hundreds of enemies nearby. Some of them carried high-tech gear, and others had strange mutant powers. Since he didn’t yet have the mental power of the Crimson One, he wasn’t about to take on an army by himself.

He quickly rendezvoused with Drake and the others. They’d climbed onto a mountain ledge and were waiting for an Elysian warship to descend. Soldiers began to board as Cloudhawk trotted their way.

Roc called out to him, “Warden, time to retreat!” Cloudhawk stopped when that familiar ache suddenly struck him. Danger.

“Careful!” A streak of electric blue light streaked past from some unseen angle. It tore right through the warship’s shields and carved a tear in its hull.

Son of a bitch! Wolfblade!

Cloudhawk recognized the weapon. This was Wolfblade’s relic. It meant Dark Atom agents had to be nearby. As if to prove his fears, particles of golden sand gathered in midair into the form of a spear several dozen meters long. Its rough surface sparkled with power.

A burst of energy flung it forward. It slipped through the tear in the shield, punched right through its armor, and impaled the ship from end to end.

Seconds later, the mountain rang with the sound of angry screeches. Hundreds of mutant birds swooped in from all directions. All three of Dark Atom’s leaders were here. Cloudhawk hadn’t foreseen it, but they seemed to know exactly where he’d go.

There was no time to escape. Before Cloudhawk could react, a figure wrapped in sand descended his way. Abaddon hung in the air wreathed in sandy tentacles. His ferocious, hulking figure occasionally peeked through.

Another figure, very different from the demon, joined him. She was draped in green silk instead of sand, noble instead of vicious. Autumn soared through the air on the back of her crystal dragon. Lithe fingers held a flute to her lips, its song commanding the Dryad that joined her. It was easy to be fooled by her sweet exterior, but the danger that exuded from Autumn was palpable.

Wolfblade made his approach with a group of his own men. He walked with slow, purposeful strides while the blue sword danced above him. The Dark Atom leader was the picture of calm, and with him were many of his lieutenants. Among them were the likes of Buzzard as well as their latest member Coal.

Cloudhawk glared at Wolfblade with a face full of fury. Eventually, he managed a sentence. “What is the Dark Atom doing with Woodland Vale?”

Wolfblade’s humble, warm appearance never skipped a beat. He smiled softly. “The dignified and powerful mistress of the Vale is an old friend of mine. She agreed to help us eradicate a shared threat, an alliance I’m sure you can see makes sense.”

Autumn’s face was unreadable.

Wolfblade went on to say, “As a matter of fact, we all have a rather storied history together, don’t we? You and I first met a long time ago, which is why I know you better than anyone. Skycloud won’t tolerate you. If keeping your friends safe is a priority, then take this opportunity and join our side. The consequences if you do not are more terrible than you can imagine.”

His soft words hung in the air. Everyone’s eyes turned to Cloudhawk.

The Warden spat out each word through gritted teeth, “Fuck. You.”

Woldblade shook his head. He made a show of looking around. “How do you intend to get out of this predicament? Formidable though your powers are, you know they aren’t enough.”

“Won’t know till I try!”

Cloudhawk lifted his hands, and a spark of green flame appeared in each palm. They joined to create an arrow of fire that shot directly at the Dark Atom leader. Wolfblade shook his head in disappointment. He extended his hand, and with that motion, his shimmering weapon struck. It pierced the arrow of Castigation – entirely unscathed. Not a spark of the deadly flames scarred its surface. It continued towards Cloudhawk without slowing down.

His eyes went wide. Was this some sort of joke?

Wasn’t Castigation Fire supposed to break any relics it touched? How could Wolfblade’s relic cut the fires apart like they were nothing?

Wolfblade was kind enough to explain. “Once, this sword of mine was at a level of power that was superior to that of Castigation. Such a shame it broke – but it is still far beyond your attempts to destroy it.”

Cloudhawk simultaneously darted back while drawing Ardent Wrath. He hacked the deadly blade away from him.

The impact hit him like a battering ram. Blood spewed from his mouth, and he was smashed to the ground. A wave of exhaustion washed over him, and he was again reminded that he hadn’t had time to rest since Fallowmoor. It’d been only a day or since he’d almost died, and even Cloudhawk’s superhuman regeneration could only do so much. If he lived, he would need half a month in a hospital to fully recover. It was no question that the only strategy was to try and escape.

“You are certainly a man of real potential. I see your strength and cunning. I also see your biggest weakness. Emotion rules you. It was foolish to come down to the field yourself when you could have wiped out all of the wastelanders here from your ships. Only, that would have required sacrifice. You chose precisely the move that could turn the battle against you.”

“You’re still too young. Too soft.” Wolfblade lifted his finger and pointed it at Cloudhawk. “In trying to save everyone, you ended up sacrificing even more. I’ll teach you that bitter lesson today.”

His indigo sword darted towards Cloudhawk again.

As the lethal danger reached out towards him, a figure descended from overhead and hacked at Wolfblade’s relic with a large sword of her own. The impact caused the blue blade to spin off target. His savior – a golden-haired warrior woman with a sword held tight in one hand – stood between Cloudhawk and his attacker.

Dawn had come.

Of Cloudhawk’s trusted compatriots, Selene and the old drunk didn’t have his kind of regenerative capabilities. The only one who still had the strength to fight was Dawn. But, the former Templar’s defiance was negligible in the face of the powers that had come for them.


84 / Coal's Revenge


Dawn had just experienced the greatest pain of her life. But, it was also transformative. She promised herself that no pain or failure would be a reason for her to abandon herself or her mission. Dawn had lost the most important part of her family. She would not lose her closest friend on the same day.

Cloudhawk, clutching his chest, looked up at Dawn and was overjoyed by what he saw. Escaping the pit of despair she’d fallen into was no easy task, but she’d succeeded. Only those who had suffered true loss ever matured.

Seeing Dawn stand between their enemies and the fleet’s commander, the rest of the officers were inspired to fight back. Their numbers were many, yet none of them were worth Abaddon or Autumn’s attention.

Dawn was too weak to change their dire fate.

The likes of the crystal dragon, the Dryad, or Wolfblade were already too much for her. They were determined to slaughter every Elysian in their path, and Dawn couldn’t stop them.

“You all misunderstand.” Wolfblade had his arms folded in front of him. He was calm and relaxed. It was hardly the stance of a man ready to kill. “I wanted to teach you a lesson – not kill you. Now, I am a gentleman and, as such, am loath to raise my hand against such a lovely young woman.”

Was that so? Cloudhawk wasn’t sure he trusted anything this man said. The one-eyed rogue didn’t look like a gentleman at all.

Wolfblade’s tone shifted as he went on. “However, there is one among my people who has taken issue with one of yours. Seeing as the situation has… changed… Now is a fine time to address these grievances. I assume you won’t mind.”

Before Cloudhawk could respond, a lumbering figure stepped into his field of view. Coal!

The mutant didn’t look any different, but his presence was completely different from the kindhearted soul Cloudhawk had met in the Blisterpeaks. It was clear that Coal had experienced many things during his months with these terrorists.

Drake recognized the giant mutant right away. Was it really that same mutant from before? It was General Aegir himself who cut this beast down with a dozen sword blows – but he still somehow lived.

“Cloudhawk, you saved Coal’s life but cannot give him the vengeance he seeks.” Wolfblade’s one good eye flicked towards Drake and Brontes. “These men gave the order that slaughtered an entire tribe of innocent mutants in the Blisterpeak Mountains. Good and evil, as they say, each has its consequences. Our encounter here is an opportunity for judgment.”

Curious looks turned to Cloudhawk. He had saved Coal? Cloudhawk also scowled, for Wolfblade was stoking Coal’s lust for vengeance. It put the fleet commander in a difficult position.

The hatred that burned behind Coal’s eyes smoldered from the depths of his soul. His fists clenched, knuckles cracked. A palpable desire for blood hung around him like a stench. Meanwhile, Abaddon and Autumn looked on wordlessly, as casual as though they were watching a play.

Wolfblade’s face bore a small smile. “Go, child. Do what you were meant to do.”

Coal paused before eventually speaking, “Not here.”

A note of surprise crept onto Wolfblade’s face. “Child, have you forgotten how these men brutally slaughtered your people? Have you forgotten their pained cries, cut short as they drowned in their own blood? Have you forgotten the responsibility that rests on your shoulders?”

“Never.” Coal looked down at his trembling fists. “I promised myself. Kill them with my own hands. I also promised a friend. No vengeance with him here. Makes it hard for my friend. I can’t.”

Coal was a simple, honest creature. For many, if they came face to face with the monsters that killed their family, there would be no hesitation. A lesser man would throw himself at his enemies without a second thought. But, Coal had made a promise that he would not fight Cloudhawk’s friends while Cloudhawk was there. He was willing to give up that chance for vengeance to keep his oath.

“While you might imagine these thoughts are noble, you are wrong. If Cloudhawk was a true friend, he would not stand between you and justice for your family.” Wolfblade’s poisonous words urged Coal’s hatred. “You should do what you want to do – what you know to be right. If your acts are righteous, why should you care what someone else thinks? We humans must learn to be volatile in our volatile world. There are many times in life when you will not be able to have everything you want. You must choose. To have one, you must give up the other or risk losing them both.”

“I -”

“You want to be powerful. This is a lesson you must learn and experience. It is your one chance – either you kill them or I shall. Choose between your promise to a friend or vengeance for a slaughtered family. Think carefully. Listen to your heart.”

“Coal, don’t listen to that snake-fuck!” Cloudhawk shouted over Wolfblade’s sinister words. “He’s trying to turn you into something you’re not!”

Drake scowled in anger and confusion. “What are you saying? If this freak wants to try and kill me, let him. Do you think an Elysian officer is scared of a mere mutant?”

“Do you see? Even to this day, the fiend had no regret for his crimes. To his eyes, your people were like animals to be slaughtered as he pleased. What lies beneath that pretty Elysian exterior are sick guts poisoned with narrow-minded hatred.” Wolfblade’s eye never left Coal. “Are you really willing to let this unthinkable crime against your people go unpunished? For friendship?”

A change came over Coal’s stiff expression. Cloudhawk saw pain, hesitation, struggle, and then… resolve. Coal turned away from Cloudhawk, leveling his attention unto Drake and Brontes. “I choose justice, for the chief.”

Cloudhawk’s expression fell. He tightened his fists. Dawn stopped him, hissing, “Don’t be hasty!”

“Heh, foul mutant. What makes you think you stand a chance?” Drake knew getting out of this predicament was not going to be easy. Better to face it. So, he braced his broadsword on his shoulder and growled defiantly, “Show me what you’re made of.”

Brontes strode up to his compatriot’s side without a word. For a few moments, the two youths just stared at the freak before them.

The unblinking eyes of Abaddon and Autumn watched with interest. Cloudhawk didn’t know why those two – as strong as Master Demon Hunters – were listening to an asshole like Wolfblade. But they were here. This was happening. He couldn’t do anything to stop it.

Regret wormed its way through him. If he’d known this day would come, Cloudhawk would have made Coal come with him from the Blisterpeaks.

Joining the Dark Atom was Coal’s greatest mistake. He had so much potential, at least enough to challenge the wastelander kings for their titles. But once he met Wolfblade and Hellflower, all he became was a pawn in their dark game.

All of a sudden, the simple and honest mutant was gone. In his stead was a creature of intense violence, the harvest of Wolfblade’s poisonous seeds.

Drake just sneered. He thought nothing of this twisted heathen. He was under no illusions that he might be able to beat these opponents. Delaying was to their advantage, for the longer they dragged this out, the sooner reinforcements would arrive. It might buy Cloudhawk and the others a chance to escape.

Besides that, his capture at the hands of these barbarians was a great source of shame. Dying on the field was nothing to fear, but dragging down one’s fellows was.

Those were the thoughts running through his mind as he glared at Coal. He just found it ridiculous that there could be a mutant out there that hated him so deeply. This malformed, pathetic beast actually thought he was a challenge to an Elysian officer?

Hammont watched from the periphery, his expression tense. He knew what kind of power Coal had in his punch. Fighting him back on the mountain hadn’t been easy! He wasn’t sure even the two officers were enough for a clear victory.

“Come!” Drake taunted. “You ugly freak. Show me and Brontes what your clan shat out as their champion. Monsters like you shouldn’t even exist!”

Brontes hunched in a combative posture. His frigid calm never shook. What the others didn’t see, however, were the engorged veins creeping into his eyes.

“Go!”

Drake and Brontes rushed forward in unison. After a few steps, both charged at Coal with that staple of the Elysian military, the Spearhead maneuver.

Coal had been trying to contain his anger, but when he heard Drake’s foul words, he could hold it no longer. The vision of his chief’s head rolling along the ground played in his mind over and over again. He remembered those uncaring faces as the Elysians killed everyone he loved. When he remembered everything, an anger that had been brewing within him like a volcano broke free.

His people spent their lives on volcanic mountainsides, far away from Skycloud. They’d done nothing to the outsiders, caused them no harm. They welcomed them into their village.

Why did those honest, humble people have to die? Why did these Elysians have to massacre people they’d never met? How could these murderers have been allowed to go on with their lives?!

Coal felt it rising up from within him. Rage, like an inferno, burned away everything but itself. It was released in an earth-trembling roar, and Coal’s ruddy terracotta flesh began to glow.

He radiated like a lightbulb, like a lit coal!

The light came from within him, pressing out to the surface where it enveloped Coal entirely. Even from several meters away, people could feel the heat billowing off of him. Coal had turned himself into an avatar of fire.

Drake and Brontes hacked their weapons across Coal’s flesh.

Clang!

What little scarring they did to his skin healed in an instant.

“How?”

Drake was shocked. He knew the mutant wasn’t a pushover, but he expected slightly more defenses and power than normal. This freak was more like Naga. Had he also cultivated his mutation to extreme levels?

Coal let his power free. Two fists crashed into the Elysians faster than lightning, faster even than Cloudhawk could follow.

Both Drake and Brontes felt their chests collapse as they were fired backward like missiles. Luckily, they had hardy constitutions because the blow felt like a dozen tons of freight slamming right into them. Normal folk would have been blown to paste.

The two men were caught after being flung back only a few meters. Coal had plucked them right out of the air and then smashed them into the ground with a feral roar. He then wrenched them out of the craters and threw them both against the dense of the mountainsides. The sheer rock face cracked nearly to its apex.

Cloudhawk howled, “Stop!”

Dawn prepared herself to attack.

Wolfblade snapped his fingers, and his sword sprang to action. Guided by its master’s will, the sword rammed into Terrangelica. Incredible force blasted through Dawn’s body and knocked her back.

Coal paid her no mind and jumped at the holes where his targets lay. Like a wild animal, he crashed into the rock and pummeled it over and over with his fists. Shards were flung in all directions.

Wolfblade’s strength was more than Dawn had assumed. She couldn’t get past his relic sword and could only manage to keep it from harming her. If this kept up, the two Elysian officers were destined to die. After that, Cloudhawk and the others faced a similar fate.

The shimmering relic hummed with power. Dawn had never seen nor heard of anything like it. It was incredible to her that wastelanders could even use relics. However, it wasn’t unprecedented. After all, Cloudhawk was a wastelander. So was that snake Inkshade, who’d hidden in plain sight for twenty years. Not only were they able to use relics, but they were also strong. She wasn’t too taken aback by his powers.

But his strength was another matter. The blue blade was starting to overpower her. The cold, icy-blue metal flashed inches from her face. All of a sudden, it burst with energy and spun forward in a deadly thrust!

Dawn felt an intense burst of energy drill through her. She’d deflected again with Terrangelica, but her weapon’s mirror surface had begun to crack. She didn’t know how much more she could take.
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Wolfblade’s sword gouged a path through the air, leaving a wake of energy and a loud blast behind.

The energy rippled through Terrangelica into the woman who held it. Luckily, Dawn was still protected by her Aegis mirror, which shuddered but protected her from the impact. Cracks appeared on an intangible surface, sounding like breaking glass. What was before an invisible shell of protection was now clearly visible from the spider web of cracks.

Dawn wasn’t strong enough to fight off Wolfblade. Her treasured sword would soon break, and her life would be in danger.

His actions were a mystery. If he wanted Cloudhawk dead, he had the power to make it happen. It would be a simple act. Why was he wasting time? Wolfblade also seemed to have a strange familiarity with Cloudhawk, and a relationship like that didn’t grow out of thin air. He just couldn’t read this strange man.

Despite his injuries, Cloudhawk managed to find his feet. Then, all at once, he disappeared.

He blinked back into reality between Coal and his victims. Silver light extended from his sleeves, and the Silver Serpents, like some ethereal rope, entangled Brontes and Drake.

The two Elysians hardly looked human anymore.

Brontes looked like he’d been pummeled to death. Drake miraculously was still conscious, but his wounds were bad. All of a sudden, Coal became enraged like a child whose favorite toy was taken away. He roared in frustration.

“Mine!”

“Coal, that’s enough. I can’t watch you do this!”

“You do help them. Why stand in my way?!” Coal’s eyes burned with fury. “Your friends’ lives are important. The chief’s life was important. My people’s lives – the children!”

Who was right and who was wrong? Cloudhawk knew that if he was in Coal’s position, he would never forgive Drake or the others.

He was a wastelander or, at least, used to be, so he understood Coal’s heart. A million excuses ran through his head, but they didn’t even sway Cloudhawk, so how could he choose any to try and dissuade Coal?

He had no right to stand between Coal and his vengeance. But, he also couldn’t watch Drake be killed.

Coal had so much potential. Then, the Dark Atom sunk its claws into him. Cloudhawk knew what this meant – that if Coal got the vengeance he wanted here, he would forever lose a piece of himself. Was it the right decision?

In the eyes of the Dark Atom, Coal was the perfect warrior. Without a doubt, they would use him as a tool in their dark schemes.

Coal rushed at them like a hurricane, his flaming fists clenched and raised. He’d been empowered by the mysterious methods of the Dark Atom, and anger had him drawing on the limits of his potential. With the force he put behind those punches, Cloudhawk would be hard-pressed to protect himself even at peak condition. Weak as he was, this made the mutant even more dangerous.

Suddenly, Cloudhawk’s legs were caught by grasping vines. He was prevented from grabbing his compatriots and fleeing. Instead, he heaved his arms and threw the two men over towards Hammont and the others.

“Aaahhh!” Coal was incensed, hardly able to speak. “You are not my friend! You are not my friend!”

Cloudhawk stood with his back tall, watching the mutant’s flaming fist come. “But I saved your life!”

A shudder ran through Coal. His fist stopped an inch in front of the Warden’s nose.

Cloudhawk’s dark eyes never blinked. Anger had consumed the mutant, but he knew that beneath the pain and fury, Coal was still in there. He was trying to think of something to say, anything to help him snap out of it. But vines continued to slither up his body like vipers. He was violently wrenched to one side.

Coal’s eyes were dragged back towards the Elysians, where the source of his pain still lay.

Instigating words hissed from Wolfblade, “Will you leave your responsibility half-finished? Go! Take the vengeance you deserve.”

Hammont looked between his enemies and his battered allies. “Fuck,” he said, unable to keep from getting involved. “They insult and attack our Elysian people! Everyone, fight with me and let’s kill this freak! At worst, we all die together!”

The other Skycloud soldiers were also eager to join the fight. Hundreds of angry faces turned on the Dark Atom murderers, prepared to fight. Most of the attention fell on Coal, and without a second thought, they let loose a storm of crossbow fire.

Elysian soldiers were the warriors of god, zealous and unflinching!

Anger relinquished its hold on Coal’s mind – just for an instant – before another bitter memory rushed forth.

He remembered being surrounded by soldiers much like these. They forced him down as they killed his people. Never again… never again would he allow them to humiliate him like that. As his mind descended once again into rage, the crossbow bolts broke against his skin like twigs.

Coal jumped into the air over the bulk of the arrows. He came crashing down onto one of the soldiers with his palm on the unfortunate man’s head. The soldier in his beautiful armor was crushed like an empty can. Blood and flesh burst from cracks in the armor and caught fire from Coal’s flaming aura. A sickening stench filled the valley.

“Mine!”

Coal roared at Drake and the fat man protecting him.

Cloudhawk was wrapped so tightly in vines that they were like a cocoon. They dragged him roughly across the ground and up onto the back of the crystal dragon. He was kept there by vines extending from the right hand of Autumn’s Dryad. Strangely, the monster’s grip not only kept him from moving but also greatly affected his mental powers. He couldn’t reach out to the phase stone to blink away.

Autumn looked at the insignificant human with cold, dispassionate eyes. “It would be in your best interests to remain still. Wolfblade is unwilling to kill you, but I have no such qualms.”

Coal continued his rampage, punching through the crowd of Elysian soldiers. They were defenseless before the mutant’s unhinged assault.

“Autumn – no, you aren’t Autumn. You’re Silvana, right?” Cloudhawk stared at the figure, both familiar and completely foreign. “You call yourself a god? You associate with demons and provide for wastelanders. Do all the noble gods act like you?”

Anger flared within Autumn. Even if this whelp was the successor to the Demon King, he was merely an arrogant human! What right did he think he had to speak to a god in such a manner?

She stabbed her flute at Cloudhawk’s forehead like it was a blade. But in the last instant, she felt her hand jerk as another consciousness within her stirred. Her muscles seized.

Cloudhawk caught the sudden change. Was that Autumn, still locked somewhere in there? She knew what was happening in the outside world. She hadn’t been completely destroyed!

Dawn was locked in place, and each moment she couldn’t get the upper hand filled her with indignation. She always thought she was so strong. There was hardly anyone in Skycloud who could compete with her!

She was forced to come face-to-face with the depths of her conceit and complacency. It was becoming clearer that Selene had far surpassed her. Frost as well. Even Cloudhawk was at least as strong as she was. In believing she was beyond compare, Dawn allowed herself to fall far behind!

The calamity that fell upon her grandfather could not be undone. Those responsible smiled to her face and acted like friends while she was powerless to do anything about it. Now, Cloudhawk needed her, and she couldn’t even handle one of their enemies. Meanwhile, Elysian soldiers were being slaughtered by that mutant. She was the greatest representative of her family and a protector of Skycloud – and she couldn’t do anything!

Damn it, damn it, DAMN IT! I can’t let this happen. I can’t live like this!

Dawn had always turned her nose up at the weak. Never had she suspected that one day, the weakest person she knew would turn out to be herself. A fire of anger and frustration with nowhere to vent it grew in her heart.

All the while, Abaddon hovered among them, unmoving. One of the Elysian generals tried to sneak up on him. In response, the demon lazily lifted a hand, and the officer was jerked off his feet. The doomed soul was dragged into Abaddon’s grip. With dagger-like talons for fingers, the demon thrust them through the Elysian’s armor and into his body. The officer opened his mouth to scream, but the only sound that came out was an unsettling rasp.

In an instant, all the moisture in his body vanished, and he became a statue of loosely-packed sand. Abaddon flung the corpse aside without a second thought. When the officer’s body hit the ground, it exploded into dust. Never once did the demon’s unemotional facade change, and his eyes remained locked on the scene.

Wolfblade, meanwhile, was smirking at what he saw. He sensed Dawn’s resolve rise sharply.

She was a fine young talent, he thought to himself. Her potential should have been unlocked long ago – he was determined to help her find it.

He thrust his hand forward once again. His relic dashed in for another bone-crunching attack.

Dawn was knocked back. Blood sprayed from skin split by the bursts of lethal energy that ran through her.

She was pushed back another ten meters. The cracks on Terrangelica became deeper and more numerous. Just as it seemed she could handle no more, everything that had been brewing inside of her was released in a torrent.

Terrangelica flashed with power. Wolfblade’s attack was knocked away.

“DIE!” Dawn followed up by shoving Terrangelica’s fractured blade into the earth. The light from inside it poured forth and rapidly spread out. Stone split as a thunderwave of yellow energy traveled through the ground towards Wolfblade.

A fissure one hundred meters long opened up between them. It slithered forward like it had a life of its own and even avoided obstacles. Despite the distance traveled, it lost none of its power as the wave reached its intended target.

Wolfblade was ready to evade. The fissure snaked past him and struck the wall of the mountain where it climbed upward at a ninety-degree angle. It continued along the wall for another hundred meters, leaving a crack like it’d been cleaved with a sword.

Wolfblade was genuinely impressed. “Not bad.”

His praise was hardly past his lips before another sword came at him from above. This strike wasn’t from Dawn and was even more powerful. It came crashing down on the terrorist leader like a lethal waterfall.

Phain had just finished dealing with one of the mutants. He pulled his sword from its skull before launching himself towards Abaddon. The streak of his sword was nearly too fast to follow.

The demon chose to react at last. A sword of tightly packed sand in his hand rose to meet Phain’s attack, and the two weapons met with shuddering impact. The Grand Prior was flung away like a bullet into his Templar compatriots.

He recovered and surrounded both Wolfblade and Abaddon with his contingent of warriors. Templars! The greatest warriors Skycloud had to offer! Each one of them possessed formidable demon hunter powers. With Phain’s leadership, they were a force to be reckoned with.

At the same moment, a contingent of soldiers dressed in demon hunter equipment appeared among the valleys. There weren’t many demon hunters among General Skye’s expeditionary force, but they still numbered in the hundreds. Two hundred relic-wielding warriors of the gods were nothing to sniff at. Only the best of the best joined their ranks, especially those who joined the army. Not just any greenhorn earned the position they had.

All at once, as the Elysian reinforcements arrived, the situation took a radical turn.

“We’ll meet again. Behave yourselves.” Wolfblade had no desire to fight to the death today. He shot a final enigmatic smirk towards Cloudhawk.

“Fall back!”
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They wanted to flee? Phain responded by throwing his sword, which became a spear of light that ripped through everything it touched. It did not have an exaggerated blast or a magnificent showing, but all defenses were useless in the face of this strike.

The Templars were the most elite warriors in the realm. Any one of them could hold their own against grim odds. Their leader was certainly not a man who could be easily dealt with.

Phain was an outstanding member of the order. In addition to his mastery of Templar abilities, he was also adept at his own set of skills. Most of those involved swordsmanship. He was not known as the fastest sword in Skycloud for no reason.

He was very unlike his predecessor. The War Saint had created over a hundred martial styles. It was his goal to find every tool possible to release human latent potential. Thanks to his efforts, even a common man with no demon hunter talents could contribute with great effect to the battlefield.

Phain Mist chose to abstain from the complex and focus on the simple. His sword style wasn’t overly showy and focused on three core moves: draw, swing, and throw. He’d spent his life perfecting these simple fundamentals so that although his swordsmanship looked simple, there were few who could compete.

Dawn, when she was still a Templar, was a sort of quasi-disciple of the new Grand Prior. However, she hadn’t learned all he had to offer. True to her former nature, Dawn had learned only the fundamentals. It was partly due to this reason that the old drunk had put his nose up at her. If it instead had been Phain displaying his skill, it was unlikely the old drunk would have been so dismissive.

Throw-fencing was the quintessence of Phain’s ability.

It was a gamble, meant to be used only in life or death situations or to turn the tide of battle. Half of his strength was invested in the strike in the hopes that it would rout their enemies.

Wolfblade wasn’t considered an overwhelmingly powerful figure. His strength was supposedly comparable to that of the late Aegir Polaris. In contrast, Phain was considered several times more capable than the late general. If Aegir’s full strength had forced Wolfblade into a disadvantageous position, then Phain’s should outright slaughter him.

That was exactly the Grand Prior’s intent. He would cut the terrorist leader to pieces! And were it not for Wolfblade’s allies, he would have succeeded.

Abaddon would not stand idly by and watch his compatriot be slain. He threw a tome bound in gold right into the path of Phain’s sword. The blade was obliterated into a fine cloud of steel particles upon impact, and the Grand Prior staggered back several steps from the rebound energy.

In his exchange with Wolfblade, their weapons had clashed dozens of times. Even Dawn’s mighty Terrangelica was damaged after contact with the flying blade, so it was no surprise that it would weaken Phain’s inferior equipment. Outwardly, there were few signs that his sword was weakening. However, its integrity had long ago been compromised from the inside. Colliding with the Gospel of Sands was enough to destroy it entirely.

“Everyone, attack!” Phain ordered. “Don’t let them escape!”

The gathered Templars and demon hunters rushed to comply. It was an imposing array of Skycloud might. Autumn, however, was still committed to punishing these pretentious humans.

Cloudhawk knew the real Autumn was still locked in there, somewhere. Her powerful will remained, strong enough to rebel against a god. He only had a second, so he took the chance. “Autumn, don’t give in. You need to wake up!”

The pretty young woman’s face twisted. Her eyes alternated between dull and piercing as two wills battle for supremacy within her. While the battle raged, palpable shifts were obvious until at last, a light of clarity bloomed in Autumn’s eyes. For just a moment, Cloudhawk recognized the girl he’d met back in Sandbar Station.

“Cloudhawk.” She waved her hand, and the vines holding him quickly dispersed. “Run!”

He reached for her as excitement surged within him. She was still there. The girl in the green dress had not been defeated.

When she saw the fervent light in his eyes, Autumn was satisfied. But, she could feel Silvanas’s will rising. Her domination was imminent. The young girl didn’t know if she would ever have the strength to do this again, but she at least saw that look in his eyes. That was enough.

Cloudhawk hesitated, holding out his hand to grab her. “Come with me!”

But even as he said it, he could see her sweet expression devolve into fury. Tremendous and frightening power poured out of her, reaching for the mutant creatures that hovered all around. They were infected with the god’s rage, flinging them into a bloodthirsty frenzy. Beaks and talons ripped at anything that moved as they went absolutely berserk. The expeditionary forces weren’t prepared for such intensity and, for the moment, were thrown into chaos.

“Die!”

Autumn thrust at him again with her flute. Cloudhawk saw it coming and called on the power of the phase stone to protect him. There was too great a difference between him and the god for Cloudhawk to fight back.

More reinforcements came pouring in, so many that even these mighty wastelanders would soon find it hard to contend with them. It was time to fall back.

“That’s enough, child. Your vengeance is achieved.” Wolfblade’s voice cut across the tumult towards Coal. He called for him while making his retreat. “Your offenders will not survive.”

Autumn glared at Cloudhawk, unwilling to give up her assault. The human she’d dominated was still inside her, but when Silvanas was vigilant, the girl could not take control. Most of the time, the tiny will was insignificant – until Cloudhawk appeared. Somehow, the man gave the human soul incredible strength, enough to contest Silvanas’s domination. It was clear, then, that to destroy the fragment of her body’s former owner, she had first to destroy this young man.

But Autumn also saw the look in Wolfblade’s eyes.

They seemed calm, but there was a majesty in their depths that was hard to define. There was no question that within the body of this human, there was a unique and powerful soul. Even once she regained her full powers, what she saw from those eyes was that he would remain one of only a scant few creatures she genuinely feared.

Whatever Wolfblade’s plans, Cloudhawk was a vital piece. He would not suffer Autumn ruining his plots.

Though on the surface, Autumn, Abaddon, and Wolfblade seemed to cooperate, the truth was more complicated. Each represented different aims, different viewpoints. These were special times when their interests aligned, so for the time being, they chose to work together. Once the worth of their alliance was no longer evident, it was just as likely that they would become enemies.

When had Silvanas ever had to swallow her grievances in this way? She was no longer a god, no longer wielded the power of creation, and although her individual strength had been greatly diminished, she bore no regrets.

If she could go back a millennium and choose again, she would still defy the God King, even knowing what it would cost.

Dark Atom agents mounted the mutant creatures and began to flee. Abaddon rose back into the air and, with a flick of his wrist, summoned the Gospel back to him. His red, bewitching eyes burned to reflect his foul soul. They swept across the anarchic scene, and he grinned. “Things grow more interesting by the day.”

“Don’t chase after them!” Cloudhawk called out to stop Phain and the Templars. “We’ve lost too many already. Let’s bring our men back home.”

When they heard him, a silence spread across the field. Indeed, this expedition had cost them all dearly.

Dawn approached Cloudhawk, who was swaying on unsteady legs. Concern was written on her face to which Cloudhawk nodded to assure her he was fine. In fact, it was Dawn he was worried about. The battle against Wolfblade might have caused her to break through to a new level of power, but it sure as hell hadn’t been easy.

Both sides gathered their wounded and left.

Drake and Brontes had clearly been no match for Coal. While it was too soon to know their condition, it was obviously bad. Brontes was showing no signs of life at all, meaning it was unlikely even Skycloud’s most talented healers could help him.

Drake wasn’t much better off. His tenacious body had been thoroughly broken, and visible depressions showed where his bones had been obliterated. It looked like there wasn’t a single part of him from head to toe that was unscathed, and his internal organs had to be similarly mangled. A normal man would’ve died a hundred times by now.

But, at least for the moment, Drake was holding on in a state of agony.

His breathing was growing shallower. A number of demon hunters with healing capabilities were crowding around him, but they all shook their heads to indicate there was little they could do.

“Commander!” Hammont knelt next to Drake, his eyes red and swollen. “You need to hold on. Commander Brontes is already gone. We can’t lose you too!”

Drake’s resolute features had been burned and deformed. Despite the horrific state of his body, he was still awake. Hammont’s pleas rang in his ears, and he answered with an ugly smirk, “If I can’t even beat a worthless mutant, then I’m a disgrace to the expeditionary force.”

Cloudhawk stood by in silence, but the other soldiers could barely hold back their indignant fury. They were desperate to get their hands on the murderous freak and tear him to pieces.

Drake’s torn lips continued to writhe painfully. “I’d hoped to become one of Skycloud’s greatest generals like our great War God. Unfortunately, I just didn’t have the talent. My dreams will only ever be dreams, but my only regret is that I won’t have the opportunity to kill more heathens.”

Cloudhawk looked down at the man who hardly looked human anymore. His old friend wouldn’t last the day, but he held on to his self-righteous beliefs to the very end. How was any of that important now?

He hadn’t heard that General Skye was dead. The legend of the War God was over, but no one had the heart to tell him. The general was an idol to a man like Drake, unassailable and invincible. It would have been cruel to steal that from him in his final moments.

“Cloudhawk, don’t let General Skye down. He has high hopes for you. You need to help him. Help our soldiers.”

“Fat man, we’ve known one another only a few days, but I could tell right away you’re different. Tricky, clever. Most soldiers act rashly and don’t have your kind of smarts. You need to stay alive and serve as an example.”

Cloudhawk’s grim voice asked, “Do you have any last requests?”

“What would I wish? I’m a soldier, and I will die with my sword in hand.” A dark chuckle rattled from his chest. “Maybe bury me and my sword in Hell’s Valley. When I think back, those were the days I cherished most...”

Fifteen minutes later, Skycloud’s twenty-nine-year-old Commander Drake Thane died aboard his warship. Skycloud had lost another exceptional warrior. Cloudhawk lost a good friend.

Using his authority as fleet commander, Cloudhawk announced that Drake’s Corps would not be dissolved. Instead, it would continue under the leadership of its ranking officer, Hammont Seacrest, though its name would not be changed to honor the young soldier who died before he could make his mark.

They did not know it now, but in the future, this handful of soldiers would one day rise to become one of Skycloud’s greatest fighting forces. Step by step, it would carry the spirit of a young, undistinguished officer to greatness as a way to honor his sacrifice.

An honor guard brought Drake’s body to the hold where it waited with countless other corpses to await transport. They were preparing to return to Skycloud and bury his remains as Drake requested when one of the corpses suddenly gasped and sat up.

The soldiers were at first frightened at the unexpected event and cautiously approached. With faces white from shock and disbelief, one of them called out.

“C… Commander Brontes!”

Brontes slowly opened his eyes. They were unusually cold and sharp, and if one looked closely, they could see a ring of red around the irises.

Had he really come back to life? It was both astounding and terrifying to the soldiers. They’d definitely checked his body and saw no signs of life. He was definitely dead.

“Today, I saw a truly extraordinary mutant. But, I am the one true King of the Wastelands.”

No one understood what he was talking about. Before they could ask, Brontes’s hand shot out, and the human appendage immediately began to change. It stretched out to become several writhing fleshy tentacles. Like bolts of lightning, they drilled through the foreheads of the soldiers.

The unlucky men were lifted off their feet, jerking erratically. By the way Brontes’s tendrils undulated, it was obvious that he was pumping something into their brains.

Eventually, he retracted his fingers, and they returned to normal. The hole between the soldiers’ eyebrows slowly healed until there was no proof that anything had happened at all.
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Brontes had died and come back to life. Cloudhawk found that to be more than just a little suspect.

He’d seen the man when they dragged him back to the ships. He was dead as a doornail. Could a dead man suddenly come back like that?

He had to accept it when he saw Brontes for himself. They must have just been careless when checking his body, he thought. It wasn’t unheard of for badly wounded people to seem dead only to come back. In those cases, it was hard to tell if someone was still alive, even with sophisticated equipment. People could be forgiven for the error since they only had their eyes to rely on.

Although Brontes lived, by the look of him, he would be permanently disfigured from his fight with Coal. It was strange that this lieutenant-commander, with no real ability or accolades to speak of, should survive. Even Cloudhawk hardly knew anything about him.

But they had encountered one another before.

Four years ago, when Brontes was a squad captain, he’d been ordered to assist Claudia Lunae in her excursion through the wastelands. He’d been among those who razed Lighthouse Pointe in search of Cloudhawk. He didn’t succeed of course, so there was no friendship between them, but neither was there animosity. Cloudhawk had no real impression of Brontes because he hardly thought about him at all.

Surviving and facing a life of disability… Cloudhawk wasn’t sure if that was a blessing or a curse.

He gave the order to return to base, but he was stunned to learn that all the officers were in opposition. The reason they gave was simple: the wastelander opposition was routed. The soldiers were spread out through the mountains and, as such, couldn’t be wiped out, but their den was left unguarded. Now was the time to turn back around and sweep through the Barrens. Fallowmoor and every other cesspool they called home could be burned to the ground unopposed!

Total victory was in their grasp – a mighty victory that would be the crowning achievement of their service records. Was Cloudhawk really going to give that up?

Once their base was destroyed, the remaining wastelander forces would become vulnerable, roving bands of agitators. There would be nowhere for them to hide, and even if they tried to regroup, they would have only a shadow of the strength they had before – nothing that could threaten the safety of Skycloud. The expeditionary force’s mission will have been achieved!

“No!” The gathered officers were shocked. Cloudhawk flatly denied their demands.

“Commander, this order will never be accepted. Sixty thousand Elysian soldiers won’t stand for it!” Roc couldn’t understand Cloudhawk’s reasoning and didn’t agree with the order. “We have an opportunity to accomplish something incredible here. Even as commander, you do not have the right to rob our soldiers of this glory!”

Cloudhawk retained his steadfast denial. “Our army is exhausted. We need to recover. We are returning to Skycloud!”

“Nonsense! This is absolute nonsense!” One of the officers with less control over his temper stomped forward. He was a man of noble carriage with twenty years of leadership experience and was one of General Skye’s trusted advisers. “You can’t cut the weeds and leave the roots – you’re just asking for disaster down the line! Yes, we have lost many soldiers, General Skye among them. If we don’t carve out the cancer that is these heathens right now, then all of our efforts and sacrifices will be meaningless. All of those deaths, meaningless! How could General Skye’s spirit rest in peace?”

The officers weren’t alone. Dawn didn’t understand Cloudhawk’s hesitation either.

Her grandfather gave his life for the cause. How could they show their faces back home if they returned with the mission left undone? What sort of excuses would they give to the people? Millions of Elysian citizens were waiting for victory, and their soldiers had suffered so much in pursuit of it. They could not allow the Elysian people to remain hopeless! They could not disappoint the soldiers who were fighting for their realm!

Everyone clamored to be heard, vociferously arguing with their commander to change his mind. Of them all, only one understood what he was thinking.

Selene knew Cloudhawk’s heart. The officers were right. The wastelander cities were undefended and even an exhausted Elysian army could easily destroy them – and the countless innocent people who lived there.

Nothing but smoke and ashes would be left in the wake of their bloody charge.

Cloudhawk had never given an order that could wipe out hundreds of thousands of lives. It wasn’t in his character. Didn’t he used to be just like them? A scavenger, picking through the ruins, totally unaware of the rest of the world. All the people these Elysians were desperate to kill were too busy clawing out a living to be any kind of threat. They were normal folk just trying to survive. Most of them didn’t even know Skycloud existed. If he gave the order to have these poor, innocent purple murdered, then how was he any different from the people he despised?

Indiscriminate slaughter, blood and misery, unmitigated cruelty… how would he be any different from Arcturus Cloude?

Cloudhawk would not be swayed by their cawing. “Trust me, the wastelands and Skycloud won’t be fighting after this. There is a reason why I choose to permit them to continue to exist.”

Skycloud’s leader was Arcturus. That was undisputed now. Through Hell’s Army, he was also the ruler of the wastelands. What sense did it make for him to destroy pieces of his own territory? There was no way another such war would break out between the two sides.

If they kept these settlements intact, each of the various wastelander organizations would still have their own bases, which would help promote disunity amongst them. Destroying them would only hasten everyone’s rush to unite. This was why Cloudhawk didn’t see a need to destroy the wastelander cities. However, he couldn’t explain it to the expeditionary forces. No one would ever believe him.

“Cloudhawk, that’s enough!” The grizzled general no longer even feigned respect. He practically howled at the fleet commander, “Do you have any idea what you’re doing? As commander of this fleet, you are openly insulting our forces! I will not follow this order. I will go alone if I have to and happily face court-martial when I return – victorious! This officer will never suffer such disrespect to his men!”

“I refuse as well!”

“I’ll go with you!”

Their collective outrage reached a boiling point, and they chose to refuse a direct order rather than sacrifice their sense of honor.

Cloudhawk might have been fleet commander, but he was in name only. He was, after all, only one man. His real position was Warden of a single corps as far as these men were concerned. He was equal to any of these officers and no better. But that was just status. He hadn’t earned anyone’s respect, only having been part of the military for a handful of months. What qualified him to tell these veteran soldiers what to do? Especially when he gave an order like this!

The officers all stormed from the bridge. Each was off to order their regiments to press the attack.

Dawn was flustered, unsure of what had happened. She turned to Cloudhawk to offer support, but he just waved it off. He walked off to his quarters without a word.

As he walked away, a heavy sense of helplessness weighed on his heart. It felt like nothing had changed, even after all these years. He couldn’t stop his friends from dying or stop the things he didn’t like.

“You did your best.” A clear and stoic voice reached his ears. Selene approached and took a seat beside him on a flight of steps. “I’m sorry. I couldn’t help you.”

He couldn’t blame her.

Selene was an agent of the Temple and had to make sure the Temple’s power was intact for its battle against Arcturus. If she inserted herself in this military matter, it would have ended poorly and reflected badly on her in the eyes of the Elysians. She had to be careful not to do something that – in the eyes of Skycloud – didn’t make sense.

Cloudhawk felt lost. He didn’t know what to do or what would happen.

But at least he wasn’t completely in the dark. He knew his enemy. Life required direction, and sometimes, that direction took the form of a powerful foe to overcome. Whatever was to come, Arcturus had to be dealt with.

Then Abaddon, then Wolfblade, and all the others. Cloudhawk quietly added all their names to the list of those he would see killed.
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The sun rose over a broken landscape, causing the chilly darkness to scurry away until night fell once more.

A stooped figure clawed itself out of the dirt. The figure was covered in grime and ashes, an old hag with purple snakes for hair and skin like leathery scales. Her twisted, ugly face was illuminated by the rays of the morning light.

Castigation was deadly but not enough to destroy her.

As the fires had tried to claim her, Naga continuously shed her skin. Castigation Fire couldn’t be extinguished but would burn itself out over time. Because it was fueled by psychic energy, the hotter it burned and the farther it spread, the more draining it was to maintain.

Another distinguishing fact was that normal matter – like flesh – wasn’t fuel for Castigation Fire. And so Naga continuously shed the incinerated flesh until, at last, the green flame was extinguished. Her quick thinking and unique mutation kept her alive.

Once she clambered out from the dirt, she started to gather what subordinates survived. All told, there were one thousand eight hundred people remaining after the wreck of the ancient vessel. After a little while, the Green and Black Kings joined her with their own forces. The three separated themselves for a talk.

“Naga, you live. This is stupendous news.” Toad’s frog-like voice croaked at her in sharp contrast to his gentlemanly style of speech. He kept his voice low. “Did it go as planned?”

Naga’s response was equally restrained. “No one knows a thing.”

“Good. It is best, for his safety. It must be kept strictly confidential – going no further than the three of us.” A strange, conspiratorial light glinted in Toad’s eyes.

Canker finally joined the conversation. “Others are coming.”

The three mutants peered into the distance where scores of wastelanders were approaching. They were led by the recognizable figures of the Three Giants of Hell’s Army: Natessa, Dumont, and Eckard. While the battle had been a long and grueling one, the Wastelands Alliance’s forces had not suffered insurmountable losses.

It was as Natessa expected.

Her loss to the expeditionary force was only partly thanks to Cloudhawk’s adept command. It had been her intention to fail. She had chosen this location, these rolling mountains, for her people to hide out. The cities and settlements they left behind were of no interest to her.

They had to be razed. How else would the wastelanders become more pliable? Once the Elysians took everything from them, they would be desperate to join the Conclave and come under her command.

What’s more, destroying these worthless villages would be a lauded accomplishment in Skycloud. Once the matter was settled, Arcturus would have no further need to fight against the Northern Barrens. It would avoid any more internal friction or mutual conflict.

The expeditionary force would do as expected, sealing defeat while imagining victory. And the wastelands, appearing crushed on the surface, would be the real winners of this conflict. Leaders from both sides lay dead, and it was perfect. It’d all gone more smoothly than Natessa had anticipated. All that remained was the Cloude family.

She approached Naga, who she was seeing for the first time. “The wastelands are in a critical fight for survival. We need to work together. The Crimson One has fallen, but we will not allow this defeat to crush the alliance he built.”

“Say no more, I know what must be done.” Naga coughed, her voice hoarse. “My men and I agree to join the Conclave of Judgment.”

Three out of four terrible mutant kings from the Northern Barrens had joined the call. It would surely inspire other organizations to follow their lead. The Wastelands Alliance would swell in numbers, power, and influence.

Naga had a reputation as a wastelands scientist. Her knowledge was deep and broad with a dozen or more workshops peppered throughout the wastes where she practiced her craft. Any large organization that aspired to greatness needed scientists and laboratories to further their aims.

Squall had Three-Eyed Spider. Wolfblade had Hellflower. Now, the Wastelands Alliance had their own lead scientist in Naga.

“Why hasn’t the fourth King shown himself?”

“His identity is… unique. Even we cannot contact him.”

“Is that so? What a pity...”

Natessa knew there was more to it than they were sharing with her, but the stage was set, and no one was going to change it. Once these wastelanders returned to their ruined cities, they would be begging for a role in their young alliance.

The Wastelands Alliance no longer had a leader. Instead, it would be run by a council: the Three Giants of Hell’s Army and the three Kings of the Barrens. In addition, there were four others, mighty leaders of the wastes. All told, ten members constituted what would come to be called the Conclave Assembly. They would be the supreme authority over the alliance.

The Assembly chief also acted as the commander of their armed forces. Natessa, then, was the only option. The Northern Barrens took one step closer to unification, forged in the fires of war.


88 / The Hand of Gehenna


Thousands of wastelander soldiers gathered in the ruins. Squall, Ravenous Tiger, Three-Eyed Spider, Raven, and Blackfiend stood at the fore. There were others like Gremlin and Green Snake along with a dozen others who constituted the second tier. What remained were the best soldiers in their organization.

This was the leadership, a small but deadly group of killers.

A man in his fifties, dressed entirely in black, stepped forward then. His expression was one of insidious malice, his eyes dark and unreadable. He was flanked by ten warriors with expressionless faces dressed in similarly dark attire. They all followed behind the first man, who radiated an aura of enigmatic power.

He was none other than Skye Polaris’s former confidant, Inkshade. The dark warriors who flanked him were the fiends created through his devilish power – the power of a godslayer.

What was a godslayer? They were the ones whose power and inheritance came from demons, who used the tools of those dark beings in their efforts to contend against the gods.

A thousand years ago, the gods shared their power with humans, creating demon hunters. Godslayers were a more recent evolution, so they were few in number and largely unknown. It was easy for them to hide, for one could not tell the difference between a demon hunter and a godslayer when they were put side-by-side. The primary difference was where they gained their power. They were two sides of the same coin.

Inkshade had at one time been a normal wastelander. Then, one day, he was selected by one of the demons. He was trained, empowered, and then took on the identity of a child of Skycloud. For decades, he remained living among the Elysians, his identity secret, never revealing himself to be different in any way. Eventually, he earned a spot among the staff of the Polaris family.

Inkshade had spent most of his life in Skycloud. He hardly remembered anything of the wastelands, but now, after many years, he found himself walking among the blasted landscapes once more. It was a familiar and comforting feeling. After all these years, the core of who he was had never changed. He’d finally returned home. This was where he belonged.

But killing Skye… he would be lying if he said he didn’t feel some small measure of disappointment.

“My lord!” Squall approached and bowed his head, full of respect. All of the power and influence he wielded today was thanks to this man. He knew very little about his benefactor except that he was an emissary from an organization called Gehenna. The power he represented could destroy the world if released. “We’ve come with all of our best warriors and are awaiting your orders. What would you have us do?”

Inkshade casually waved his hand. The fiends he’d brought with him joined Squall’s forces. He went on to speak in an almost languid voice. “My identity has been revealed. I can no longer remain in Skycloud. However, there remain those who I have cultivated over the years, faithful to our cause. From now on, our organization will be an official one, and as for the next step, we must observe recent events before planning what to do.”

From the beginning, Squall had only ever been second-in-command. The two other major wastelander organizations were the Dark Atom and the Conclave of Judgment. The Dark Atom was an old power, and the newly formed Wastelands Alliance was making great waves in its short time in existence. The Highwaymen had exploded under the radar for a long time but wisely avoided conflict with the other wastelander powers – even seeming to agree with them.

In the meantime, they cultivated mighty allies like Three-Eyed Spider and Raven. Over the years, they had quietly gathered organizations big and small. When Squall came, that process quickened and the Highwaymen saw a rapid surge. Now that Inkshade was back as well, he returned with the backing of a sizable force that would at least allow them to hold their own.

“We are darkness, destruction, and death. We are the will of Gehenna!” Inkshade talked loudly to the others as though delivering a sermon. “Our illustrious Master shall bestow upon us ever greater heights of power, and in return, we shall become his sword and shield. Henceforth, we shall be known as the Hand of Gehenna!”

The Hand of Gehenna… was this to be their new name?

It didn’t have the same ring as Highwaymen, but it was more appropriate than they knew. Now, they wore their allegiance on their sleeves, almost like they were eager to let the world know they were in league with demons.

Ravenous Tiger, Three-Eyed Spider, and the others all bore different expressions. Ravenous Tiger, for one, didn’t know that it’d been demons pulling Squall’s strings.

He had once been a demon hunter. Since then, he’d betrayed Skycloud and now found himself unwittingly thrown in with the agents of demons. He was probably the only demon hunter in the history of the realm to defect entirely and be a traitor to his people. In the eyes of every demon hunter, he would be a despicable sinner of the highest order, a perpetual smear on their formerly pristine reputation.

But if what this man promised was true – if the demons could grant him power, riches, and strength – what was a little betrayal? The only thing Ravenous Tiger cared for was personal benefits.

Three-Eyed Spider was a scientist before anything. He was more curious about the demons themselves rather than the power they promised. He knew, for instance, that both gods and demons were immortal. They had limitless wisdom, power, and vitality. If joining the Hand of Gehenna meant it would bring him closer to these enigmatic and elusive beings, then he was only too eager to do so. Perhaps, at last, he could uncover the secrets of life and death.

As for loyalty? No one cared. It didn’t even cross their mind.

“The Wastelands Alliance grows more massive by the day. Woodland Vale and Dark Atom have become allies. The Hand of Gehenna, as young as we are, lacks a true advantage. Meanwhile, Skycloud has begun to awaken. We will soon witness an Elysian purge of the wastelands, and cities like Fishmonger’s Borough and Fallowmoor will be hard-pressed to evade destruction.” Squall detailed what everyone knew. “When will the master show himself?”

“When Gehenna stirs, Mt. Sumeru will not stand idly by. The time is not yet right. We have yet to build the proper foundation and prepare for the inevitable conflict.” Inkshade stopped for a moment before going on. “However, while the master cannot involve himself openly, he gifts us with aid from the shadows. With his assistance, we will enact his plans despite pressure from our multitude of enemies.”

Three-Eyed Spider couldn’t hold back his questions. “As far as I’m aware, a demon has already shown himself in league with the Dark Atom… What is the difference?”

Inkshade patiently explained, “Our lords of Gehenna are creatures who participated in the Great War. They bear the mark and the seal. Should they stir, Sumeru will know immediately and will act to keep them down. It is for this reason that our masters have lain in wait for a thousand years – but they’ve not been dormant. For a millennium, they have acted in darkness, waiting for an opportunity to rise again. Abaddon is a young demon in comparison. He is not burdened by the seals burned upon his predecessors. An outsider like him does not share our purpose.”

“Why does Abaddon work against his people?” Ravenous Tiger didn’t understand. “What’s the difference anyway?”

“Abaddon represents the radicals, those who aim to destroy the Elysian lands and advocate for open war with Sumeru. Their ultimate aim is to start another Great War and seek vengeance for the defeat they suffered a thousand years ago.”

What did this have to do with Gehenna’s plans? Quite a lot!

While the basic premise was the same, the process these two opposing demonic organizations chose were entirely different. The older demons were all of the same mind, that their race was broken and scattered – too weak for outright war. To them, there was but one option available… wait and welcome the new Demon King when he arose.

The leader of the Hand of Gehenna’s purpose was to seek out this new Demon King.

Only the Demon King could rally the disparate factions of the demon race. He would be able to destroy the seals that bound them and shine a light on a thousand years of darkness. To the agents of Gehenna, the Demon King was everything.
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Skycloud.

The Governor’s Mansion. Arcturus Cloude was busy seeing to affairs of state.

News of Skye Polaris’s death had already spread through the city. Citizens were still getting over the shock. Skycloud’s cantankerous, boisterous War God had fallen in service to his nation. It was perhaps the saddest news the realm had received in decades.

However, the expedition had proven fruitful. Many infamous settlements throughout the Northern Barrens had been destroyed. The Crimson One, leader of his Wastelands Alliance, had been slain as was his close confidant Wyrmsole. Were it not for the tragic loss of the general, Skycloud’s victory would be flawless.

After Skye’s death, the position of Commander-in-Chief lay vacant. It only made sense that the Governor should rise to take on such a heavy responsibility. Arcturus Cloude was now both the political head of the realm and commander of its armed forces. A situation like this was exceedingly rare in the history of Skycloud. However, no one questioned or opposed his grab for power.

After all, there was no more powerful and respected family than the Cloudes in all the Elysian lands. Arcturus, its patriarch, was the most outstanding leader they’d ever seen.

Whether it was reputation, power, or ability, Skycloud could find no one capable of matching their illustrious Governor. He was clearly most suited to the task. Indeed, the only other person of suitable prestige was Ramiel the High Priest, but the leader of the Temple could not feasibly also command the realm’s armies.

“Skye’s funeral is beginning.” Frost de Winter approached his master, having recently recovered from his wounds. He spoke in a low voice, “I fear the Polaris family will take this chance to challenge you in front of the people. Are you certain you wish to attend?”

“Why shouldn’t I?” Arcturus gave a gentle sigh and slowly put aside his pen. “Skye was an honorable man. His death marks the end of an era. Indeed, even I was considered his junior.”

“Master is far superior, both in power and accomplishments. Skye Polaris was nothing but an old soldier who never knew when it was time to step aside. A carcass clinging to old glory.”

Arcturus gazed upon Frost with eyes that seemed to pierce into the depths of his soul. Frost was forced to lower his head and spoke no further.

“We rise because we stand on the shoulders of our ancestors. From the foundation they built, we see further and higher. Everything I have achieved, I have done through the efforts of those who have come before. I will not suffer anyone besmirching Skye Polaris’s contributions to our realm and all the many martial artists he inspired.”

A pure and honest grief shone through Arcturus’s eyes. “One day, I will grow old and shall become another rung on the ladder for future generations to climb. That is what civilization is: passing our accomplishments on to be improved by our successors so that we might rise as a people. Greatness and glory grow from the ordinary.”

Frost was still for a time, as though thinking.

“You must show respect to everyone: friends, rivals, even enemies. They will make you stronger.” Arcturus walked out of the room, and only his voice lingered. “Come. Let us send the War God off on his final journey.”

As ever, Frost’s master was an inscrutable and confusing man. He wasn’t alone – there was no one in all of Skycloud who could see through the Governor. In the eyes of the citizenry, he was a living legend. To demon hunters everywhere, he was an unassailable hero.

But underneath such high praise, a complicated soul was hidden. His actions over the years were incomprehensible and concealed whatever his true motives were. Even after years by his side, Frost was unable to hazard a guess. Perhaps he would never know. Some mysteries would remain secrets forever, so long as Arcturus Cloude wished them to be so.


89 / Cutting the Weeds, Razing the Roots


Skye Polaris had his funeral in the main square of Skycloud City.

All businesses were shuttered for a day of mourning. Every home and business hung out streamers of white silk. Rustling in the wind, they danced like the hairs of angels. A solemnity rarely seen in the Elysian lands hung over the city.

People took it upon themselves to dress in black and walked through the streets. It was a sharp contrast to the typical brilliant white of the holy metropolis.1 Masses of black-clad bodies numbering in the hundreds made their way through the lanes and alleys like a dark, slow-moving river. In their hands, they clutched white chrysanthemum flowers, which they placed within the square as signs of their lament.

Hundreds of thousands of flowers lay upon the cold stone.

A boundless sea of petals carpeted the square. Doves fluttered forlornly in groups overhead. Leading the procession was the High Priest, who was followed by the commanders of each army corps. They bore the jade coffin of General Skye between them. There wasn’t a body inside the coffin, of course. In its stead, they placed within the casket Skye’s empty armor. Step by solemn step, they inched towards the center of the square.

Two thousand soldiers were arrayed as an honor guard. Dull sunlight glinted off their ceremonial regalia and their drawn weapons. They stood vigil on either side of the lane as though they were ready to follow their fallen General into battle. Trailing the procession were the members of the Polaris family, who trudged along with forlorn expressions and broken spirits.

For the Polaris family, losing their patriarch was like losing their heart. Who among them could shoulder the responsibility this glorious man had borne for decades?

“Thank you, General, for your service to our grateful realm.”

“Almighty gods, watch over the spirit of our Commander!”

“Grandpa Skye… may your journey to Sumeru be an easy one. We will watch over Skycloud for you now.”

Cloudhawk stood outside of the crowds, looking over the sea of white flowers. It was a stunning visual, but what really struck him were the faces of ordinary folk he passed. Old, young, women, men… they looked so lost. The sadness he saw was true, and they had all gathered here to share their sorrow, for each other and for the man they were seeing off. It was a beautiful, painful display of human emotion.

Cloudhawk looked on from a distance.

Dawn was with her family and the other officers, standing before the casket. Her eyes were red from crying, but it somehow only added to her beauty. She told herself to be strong, but visions of when she had ridden on her grandpa’s shoulders and tugged on his beard assailed her as they walked. The tears came as she confronted the awful truth that he was gone forever. That old man who came to clean up the messes she left behind was gone. He carried their family on his broad shoulders for years, but no longer.

From now on, there was no more War God. The Polaris family was doomed to shameful decline.

Cloudhawk didn’t know how to comfort his friend. She had to go through this on her own.

As he watched, another group of ten people walked toward the procession. They were the representatives from the Cloude family, several veteran demon hunters as well as Frost, Clay, Augustus… faces every citizen recognized at a glance. In the center, walking with solemn purpose, was Arcturus Cloude, their Governor.

He was dressed in a simple and respectful black robe, here to participate in the funeral. The moment Dawn saw him approach, her hands curled into fists. Why were they here, shedding crocodile tears?

However, the citizens looked upon their great Governor with eyes of glowing admiration. General Skye was gone, but their illustrious Governor remained to protect them from the horrors of the wastes.

“My heart is laden with regret, like all of you!” Arcturus stepped into the middle of the crowd and looked over them with sorrowful eyes. “Together, we mourn the loss of a great warrior, a legend who walked among us. Our magnificent city suffers the loss of a tremendous spirit. It is a tragedy for our people and our society.”

Dawn glared at the Governor with eyes that promised bloody murder – a volcano that threatened to erupt at any moment.

“All of us, regardless of station – from the ordinary man to the noblest officer – will one day take the bitter journey to Mount Sumeru.” Arcturus’s voice carried across the square with an almost hypnotic cadence. The pain of his words drew in the crowd. “But where even a simple life can shine like the bloom of fireworks in the heart of humanity, the loss of this great man will shine among the heavens like a blanket of stars. Though the body may be gone, the will and power shall guide us forward in our righteous exploits.”

“Skycloud is embroiled in a period of strife we have not experienced for many years. But do not think the loss of our Commander makes us weak. His strength will live forevermore within all of you, and together, we are made greater than the sum of our parts. Skycloud is eternal and invincible because of the sacrifice of men like Skye Polaris. Follow his example, and together, we will ensure our realm continues to the end of time!”

“Skycloud!”

“Skycloud!”

“Skycloud forever!”

A wave of emotion surged through the crowd at Arcturus’ words.

But then a note of discord trilled through the din, as from the crowds there arose a stifling aura. It was a choking, murderous intent that everyone could feel like needles on the skin.

An assassin!

From the sea of white petals shot a dazzling light, as fast as lightning and ten times as deadly. The air became filled with gentle white petals as the glint from a sword whipped past towards the Governor.

A sea of shocked faces watched. Someone was trying to kill Arcturus!

However, Frost was still. So was Clay and every other member of the Cloude family.

In their eyes, this attempt was laughably ineffectual. Skycloud was living in a golden age where three Master Demon Hunters had risen to prominence, and the greatest among them was the Governor himself. If some foolish assassin could kill Arcturus with these underhanded tactics, how many times would Skycloud have been dominated by the enemy already?

The Governor extended two fingers and almost half-heartedly pinched them together. A glimmering sword appeared caught between his fingers.

Whatever strength, momentum, and fury were behind that blow, it didn’t matter. Arcturus had stopped it with hardly any effort at all. It all abruptly drained away into nothing.

Eyes darted among the crowd to see who would be so bold as to make an attempt on the governor’s life. Who was foolish enough to brazenly try to assassinate the city’s leader? But when they saw who it was, the faces of the crowd fell in disbelief. Dawn Polaris, the granddaughter of their late War God, had her hands wrapped tightly around the pommel of Terrangelica. She was thrusting forward as hard as she could, but the blade would go no further.

Dawn was impulsive, morally inflexible, and decisive in action. She had always dared to wear her heart on her sleeve. Her nature would not allow her to do nothing as the man behind her grandfather’s murder bemoaned the loss like it hadn’t been his doing. How dare he stand before the people and make his grand speeches?!

It was an insult to her grandfather’s memory! Dawn would not stand for it, so with absolute resolve, she drew her sword against Skycloud’s Governor. Of course, she was no fool – she knew she would not succeed. She did it anyway.

But attacking the Governor… that was treason! No one understood what would possess Dawn Polaris to commit such a grievous sin!

Being so far away from the center of the square, Cloudhawk couldn’t stop her. Her strike had been fierce and true, filled with all the strength she could muster, so he likely couldn’t have stopped her even if he tried. Anyway, it was too late now.

“You bastard! You despicable hypocrite!” Dawn roared at Arcturus, giving vent to all of her pain and anger. “Give me back my grandfather!”

“This daughter of the Polaris family is bereaved. I know the pain you are going through.” Arcturus gently shook his head. “General Skye didn’t die for me. He died for all of us. He died for our realm and all of humanity, and his influence will reach far into our future. We will remember him.”

Bullshit! Every word was a heinous lie to Dawn’s ears. She poured her will into Terrangelica and tried again to chop the Governor in half.

However, Arcturus was much faster. With a single finger, he knocked her blade to the side while simultaneously, a streak of electricity traveled through the blade. Dawn couldn’t hold her weapon and was forced to release it. Terrangelica was flung away and skipped along the stone with a clang.

Burning electrical power seared her nerves. It traveled up through her hands and into the rest of her body like thousands of ants chewing tunnels under her skin. Eventually, she lost control of her muscles and slumped to the ground with a thud.

Several demon hunters from the Cloude family moved in then, grabbing Dawn and holding her fast.

“What do you think you’re doing?!” An elder of the Polaris family stepped forward and shouted at them indignantly. “We haven’t even laid General Skye to rest and already, you put your hands on his granddaughter!”

Clay answered, “Dawn Polaris tried to assassinate the Governor. Everyone here witnessed it. We must be cautious for the safety of our Governor and our realm, no matter the background of the culprit. Leave Dawn to me.”

Members of the Cloude family took her away.

As Cloudhawk watched it happen, he felt his heart skip a beat. There weren’t many who knew about Arcturus’s crimes. The likes of Barb and the old drunk didn’t have the strength to oppose him. The only two with any real power were him and Dawn. Was this the Governor’s attempt at cutting the weeds and razing the roots?

First, they would deal with Dawn, and then, they would inevitably come for him.

As expected, the funeral had only just finished when a group of soldiers in full armor approached Cloudhawk. But instead of Cloude’s men, they identified themselves as members of the Temple.

“What’s the problem?”

“We have reason to believe there was another inside agent hiding among the expeditionary forces. We have plenty of evidence to show for it. We have reason to believe you are guilty of crimes against our armed forces and must ask you to come and explain yourself.”

Cloudhawk had no choice. Once again, he was brought before the Temple.

Arcturus Cloude now had control of the political and military power of Skycloud. High Priest Ramiel seemed not to notice, and even Selene stood silently by his side. She recognized what Arcturus was up to, though. Was he so impatient to cut down potential threats?

“Relying on information from within the expeditionary force, we are charging you with suspicions of collaborating with the enemy, blasphemy, treason, and war crimes.” An agent from the Temple read out his laundry list of offenses. “From this moment onward, you are relieved of your command – both as fleet commander and Warden of the Talons of God. During this first hearing, you will be given an opportunity to defend yourself from these accusations – but your words will be judged by Governor Arcturus and High Priest Ramiel, so think before you speak.”

Cloudhawk’s eyes turned towards Arcturus Cloude’s imperious bearing. A strange expression crossed his features, one of bitter mirth. Once again, he had to defend himself from false allegations.


90 / Sentencing


Though the trees preferred calm, that did not stop the wind from blowing.1

However much Cloudhawk wanted to be left alone, fate wouldn’t give him a break. Once again, he was placed on trial. Only this time, General Skye wasn’t around to bail him out. The Polaris family as a whole had lost their influence, leaving both him and Dawn without a safety net.

Cloudhawk thought back to the first time he was brought before the Temple. All those people who’d been there to speak on his behalf weren’t here now. This time, Arcturus made sure he couldn’t clear his name – but he had to think of something.

Selene stood at the High Priest’s side. There was the faintest hint of apprehension in her eyes. She hadn’t expected the Governor to move on Cloudhawk so quickly. It’d been only a matter of days since they’d returned to the city. There was no time to prepare, to protect themselves. Arcturus had turned his malicious gaze on Cloudhawk the moment he took control of Skycloud’s army.

The Temple magistrate’s voice rang out over the crowd. “Do you have an explanation for these crimes?”

Cloudhawk snorted disdainfully. “Yeah, I didn’t do anything. I have a clear conscience.”

“A clear conscience!” A boisterous and resonant voice shouted a response, “Do you really?”

The speaker was a middle-aged man, large in stature and covered in muscle. A thick beard sprouted from his swarthy face. Cloudhawk paused when he saw who it was – the Thane family patriarch, Cosmo.

He was present the first time Cloudhawk was charged before the Temple. He stood in defense of Cloudhawk because General Skye had, which was an integral piece of why he was let free that day.

The Thanes were a family of military officers. As its patriarch, Cosmo was not a typical citizen but rather the commander of the Retribution Battalion. While his status as commander was no greater than the likes of Aegir Polaris, his reputation and influence held more weight.

Cosmo was part of the army’s highest echelons of leadership and the head of his family. He had no need to attach himself to someone else or another family for prestige. Instead, he chose to follow Skye Polaris because he respected the man and his methods. His support for the General was for no other reason than he liked the way he did things.

Now that Skye was dead, would Cosmo still stand by the Polaris family? It was hard to say. There was no one among that family capable of filling the old man’s shoes.

But, there were no illusions as to whether he would support Cloudhawk. He was the patriarch of the Thane family and a father. A father to a man who had died at the hands of a foul mutant. His stately posture was rigid and intractable as he spoke. “Call forth the witness!”

Two men entered the temple. The first was Hammont Seacrest, slowly waddling from side to side as he navigated his girth. The second was Brontes Storm, who entered with the help of a wheelchair. Hammont didn’t know what was happening, but the grave and heavy atmosphere was unmistakable. He could hardly breathe.

“Hammont Seacrest. You will be questioned by your superior officer and will answer honestly. Understood?”

“Your servant would never tell a lie. Never!”

Cosmo Thane’s eyes burned like torches. “During the excursion to the Blisterpeaks, did you or did you not encounter a mutant native known by the name Coal? And was General Aegir Polaris, commander of the Border Forces, responsible for their elimination?”

“This-” Hammont stuttered like some simple man overwhelmed by the situation he found himself in. Meanwhile, his mind was racing, recalling details of the battle. The question, taken in context with the location and others present, told him most of what he needed to know about what was happening. “Yes, yes. We found a tribe of mutants among the Blisterpeaks, but they were not a threat. Their mutation just made their skin difficult to cut. General Aegir dealt with them without much effort.”

Hammont paused for a moment before adding more.

“The mutants weren’t any trouble for our soldiers. I escaped from them unscathed thanks to Commander Drake Thane’s assistance. Thanks to Drake’s relationship with sir Cloudhawk, and my being in the right place at the right time, we managed to save us all from the tragedy that occurred there. I have always been thankful to Commander Drake for that and pledged my life to his service.”

Hammont’s words appeared simple on the surface but were, in fact, carefully chosen. On the one hand, he understated Coal’s fighting abilities while talking up Cloudhawk at the same time. As dense as he seemed, Hammont was actually quite clever. At a glance, he could tell that this was a trial and that Cosmo was more than eager to lay the death of his child at Cloudhawk’s feet.

Arcturus Cloude sat in silence, quietly sizing up the fat soldier. There was a glint of mirth in his unsettling gaze.

“Hmph! Do not waste our time with trivial nonsense here!” Cosmo’s voice was gruff and angry. “If Aegir Polaris himself drew his weapon, then the mutant would surely be dead. My question is how this mutant appeared among the expeditionary forces all the way in the Northern Barrens!”

For a moment, Hammont wasn’t sure how to answer. “T-this humble man isn’t sure. The mutant must have been more tenacious than we thought, so-”

“The audacity! Here we stand, in this grand Temple, and you dare be vague under the eyes of the gods? Do you take us for fools?!” Cosmo’s incredulous voice rang through the hall. Hammont felt himself start to tremble.

“If you continue to play the fool before the eyes of our Governor and High Priest, I will have no option but to levy punishment fitting the severity of such a crime. You have one more chance – explain exactly what happened!”

Brontes was the one to answer. “When we first encountered him in the Blisterpeaks, I heard with my own ears the Dark Atom’s offer to recruit him. Cloudhawk saved the mutant’s life. Thus, Coal was able to join the ranks of our enemies.”

Hammont’s brows furrowed ever so slightly. Brontes was too blunt! This was a betrayal!

Cloudhawk knew he was in trouble the moment Brontes’s words left his lips.

He was a demon hunter – at least as far as Skycloud was concerned. To men of his station, saving a mutant went beyond the core of what they believed. What’s more, the beast he saved joined their enemies and was responsible for the death of an Elysian commander.

The end result? Cloudhawk was responsible for the death of Cosmo’s son. And after what Cosmo did for him in the first trial, was this how Cloudhawk showed his gratitude?

Of course, Cloudhawk had no intention of harming Drake. In fact, he’d gone far out of his way to save not only Drake but many of his soldiers. He had no way to predict Coal would come back to kill him. However, Cosmo Thane steadfastly ignored the several times Cloudhawk saved Drake’s life. He was determined to blame him for his son’s death.

Cloudhawk made no effort to defend himself from the accusations. He had no excuse. It was what it was. If he tried to squabble about how many times he saved Drake from death, it wouldn’t help his case and would only make his father angrier. He also understood the pain of losing someone important to you and what it did to your thinking.

Whatever accusations he faced, the key was to remain calm.

“Let us not speak on this for the moment.” The Temple magistrate continued his questioning, “The primary charge is that you colluded with the demon Abaddon, the leader of the Dark Atom Wolfblade, the leader of another wastelander power, Squall, whoever guides Woodland Vale, and even the Wastelands Alliance!”

Abaddon was an old foe. He was responsible for the deaths of the Tartarus Mercenaries and had murdered Artemis in Greenland Outpost. If Cloudhawk had the strength and opportunity, he would have slain the fiend long ago.

Wolfblade was also no friend. Cloudhawk had no idea what he’d said to entice Woodland Vale to their side. The way he urged Coal down a dark path, though, was sinister and unmistakable. Wolfblade was responsible for destroying what relationship the two had. His poisonous words were ultimately what led to Drake’s death. Cloudhawk wasn’t going to let him get away with it either.

Squall was slightly different. Long ago, they were considered friends. Now, anything that had existed before was shattered. He couldn’t say who would walk away breathing the next time they met. That brought him to Autumn, leader of Woodland Vale. But, she wasn’t really Autumn. There was no collusion there.

As for the Conclave of Judgment? What a fucking joke! How could he have any connection to those psychopaths?

“Those who want to find fault will dig up whatever they think is proof. I’ve done nothing wrong, and don’t think you can pin this bullshit on me.” Cloudhawk made his opinion known immediately. But rather than refute their claims, he instead asked a question, “Whether you like it or not, I was named fleet commander and Warden of the Talons of God. Where’s your proof? Present it or all you have are words. If that’s all you can muster, you can’t convict me of anything, much less convince the people of my wrongdoing.”

He wanted evidence? Very well, they would give him evidence.

The Temple magistrate proceeded to provide an in-depth report of the clues and supporting evidence they had. They were presented in five questions.

“First: Abaddon’s relic, the Gospel of the Sands. When first you appeared in Skycloud, you used it to buy yourself the right to live among us. It is now known to be back in the demon’s possession. Is this not suspicious? One might imagine Abaddon gave you the relic in order to establish you as an agent undercover within the Elysian lands.”

“Second: The circumstances surrounding your appearance in the Blisterpeak Mountains are very curious. We know that you have also had contact with the leader of the Dark Atom. It was confirmed when Wolfblade addressed you publicly before witnesses several days ago. He claimed to have known you for a long time. How can you explain being linked to an infamous terrorist leader?”

“Third: Your relationship with the terrorist known as Squall Rover has always been a mystery. Several years ago, he was in custody and marked for death. You are the one who orchestrated his escape. How can you expect anyone to believe the two of you have no connection?”

“Fourth: We know that for an extended period of time, you traveled with the leader of Woodland Vale, Autumn Draper. You knew the secret of the Vale long before anyone else but deliberately kept that information from Skycloud. Because of your failure to do so, we lost the opportunity to deal with Woodland Vale before it became a threat.”

“Fifth: Officers report that several days ago, you refused to give the order to eliminate wastelander cities despite the fact that they were unprotected. This led to your commanders choosing to mutiny over complying with your wishes. Can you explain the reasoning behind leaving our enemy’s bases unmolested? What’s more, several eyewitness accounts claim that you have come to possess the relic known as Castigation. This symbiotic relic fuses with its bearer and so cannot be forcibly removed in such a short period – short of its owner bequeathing it to someone else. This begs the question, why would the Crimson One give such an astounding relic to you?”

Five poignant questions. The situation was critical, for if he were found guilty of any of these crimes, he would be cast from Skycloud forever.

“None of these charges are damning. I can speak directly to the accusation that he is colluding with the demon Abaddon and tell you it is categorically false. I swear it on my faith.” Selene stepped forward and spoke loudly, “When we encountered him in the wastelands, the demon feigned death and left behind his relic in an attempt to confound Skycloud. It was a strategic and ultimately successful ploy. At my personal recommendation, Cloudhawk took the relic and left for Skycloud. I was and am still certain that there is no possibility he is a spy for demons.”

It was a direct testimonial from the Temple’s Apostle. Could anyone speak against her assurances?

“The remaining accusations are entirely groundless. Wolfblade’s cunning is well-known. Are we to take the word of a known terrorist? When Cloudhawk knew Squall, the merchant's son had done no wrong. In fact, he was a victim. Afterwards, Cloudhawk was undergoing training in Hell’s Valley and could not have been involved in the creation of Squall’s gang.”

Selene’s logic was irrefutable.

“Cloudhawk also had no idea of Autumn’s identity when he met her. I was also present at the time and saw nothing of Autumn but a simple young girl. Evidence now suggests that Autumn’s body has come to be possessed by the betrayer god known as Silvana. Even though Cloudhawk had interactions with Autumn in the past, it holds no bearing to the situation as it is today.”

“As for the accusation that Cloudhawk is sympathetic to the Wastelands Alliance? The mere idea is absurd. He was single-handedly responsible for killing Adder and preventing the Conclave from taking Woodland Vale for itself. If they’d been allowed to seize that closed-off domain, they would have been all but invincible.”

“This ‘evidence’ you present is based on nothing more than speculation. You have no concrete proof of anything you claim. Cloudhawk killed Adder, fought in the Northern Barrens, and led our forces to victory over the enemy. You cannot declare someone guilty based on the flimsy hearsay you’ve provided today.”

Selene was a girl of few words, typically. Today, she said more than Cloudhawk remembered her ever saying in a single conversation.

Most of the crowd was rendered speechless. Hearing these words from her was far more convincing than if Cloudhawk had delivered them. After all, her faith and devotion were not in question. While her loyalty to the Cloude family was unclear, her loyalty to Skycloud was not.

Cloudhawk wisely kept silent. He wanted to share the whole story, tell everyone of Arcturus’s many crimes, but he had nothing to prove anything he said was the truth. At least on the surface, the Governor had stayed out of this whole mess. Dispatching Hell’s Army to the Blisterpeaks, for instance, was Skye’s order.

The missions of the expeditionary force were all at his command, too.

If he accused Arcturus of facilitating the rise of the Wastelands Alliance and claimed he was the black hand guiding it, no one would believe him. If he said it was Arcturus who orchestrated the assassination of Skye Polaris, he would be dismissed out of hand. It would only make his situation worse.

The council of nobles and officers conferred with one another. Ramiel called for a brief recess. Meanwhile, Cloudhawk was kept within the Temple under close guard by its warriors.

As he was being escorted away, Cloudhawk lifted his eyes towards the exalted man in his simple gray robes. Nothing about his face showed anything but perfect calm. Never once during the trial so far had he opened his mouth or made a declaration. He just sat there like a bystander, like he had no part in any of this.

Cloudhawk would be more at ease if the snake would make his thoughts known. At least he’d know what the bastard was thinking. But for the time being, Arcturus was dead silent, which only made him more frightening. Silence meant he was hiding something, something Cloudhawk had no way to uncover. The most dangerous enemy was the one who never said a word. You never knew where their next attack would come from or where it might land.

Arcturus was ten times more dangerous than an enemy who yelled and screamed.

Cloudhawk couldn’t tell what he was thinking or what he would do. He didn’t even know what his aim was. You couldn’t defend yourself if you didn’t know anything about what sort of danger you were in. That was the genius of this old fox.

Victory through inaction. It was best to keep yourself out of affairs and your machinations hidden. Then, when the time was right and your plans were in place, move with the speed of lightning. By the time anyone knew what was happening, it was too late.

Cloudhawk knew going against Arcturus Cloude was not going to be easy.


91 / Winning Them Over


Arcturus Cloude was writing something in his study. Frost stood beside him.

“You want to ask why I don’t get rid of Cloudhawk directly.”

“Killing him wouldn’t be difficult. All of this trouble seems unnecessary.”

“Removing Cloudhawk from the equation isn’t the goal. Most urgent is the need to incorporate the expeditionary force into our own camp. He must be allowed to tell everyone his sins. Otherwise, we would have put a commander to death for no reason. His death would feel less righteous and may upset the Polaris holdouts.”

“Cloudhawk didn’t earn his position in the standard way, though. The officers already refuse to accept him.” Frost offered his own thoughts. “How can you be sure they don’t want him dead as soon as possible?”

“Many of the officers are directly descended from Cosmo Thane’s line. They are an emotional and fiery sort who takes stock in a man’s actions and not just the man. With men like them, there is bound to be friction. Now, Cloudhawk’s actions after taking command of the fleet were impressive. The defense was well-mounted, his break from encirclement was clever, and his counterattack was finely crafted. Even at his young age, he displayed considerable tactical promise, equivalent to a general of average experience. Even despite Drake’s death, there is still the possibility the Thanes may choose to stand with him.

Frost observed that his master didn’t have the faintest ill will towards Cloudhawk. The reasons he gave also made sense. The expeditionary force had many powerful men – men he had to cajole if he wanted the expeditionary force to follow him. Arcturus couldn’t afford to insult or appear to impede these men in their search for justice.

However, Cloudhawk continued to be a thorn in the Governor’s side and would continue to be if he was left alive. This couldn’t be permitted!

Arcturus surely had a hundred ways to erase Cloudhawk from the face of the planet that couldn’t be traced back to him. He couldn’t have ruled this realm for so long if he didn’t know precisely how and when to get what he wanted.

Yet, Arcturus did not move against Cloudhawk and all for a single reason.

He didn’t want to.

What value did the upstart have to Skycloud’s Governor? He was clearly still a piece in Arcturus’s far-reaching chess game. Frost was still struggling with the question when a guard’s voice called from the doorway. “Governor, Hammont Seacrest has arrived as you requested.”

“Bring him in.”

Hammont was brought into the study, flanked by guards.

The large man shifted from foot to foot in a visible display of nerves. Arcturus Cloude was no ordinary man, after all, but the political and military ruler of the entire realm. All of Skycloud’s real power rested in his hands. Nothing was impossible for him anymore.

Only one other person had his sort of vaulted status and that was High Priest Ramiel Caelestis.

Arcturus slowly set his documents to one side. “Your name is Hammont Seacrest, is this correct?”

“Yes, honorable Master. That is correct.” Hammont fell to his knees in a dramatic sign of respect. “Your humble servant is here to do whatever bidding the Master Governor requires.”

“Don’t bother with any of that.” Arcturus sat back in his chair. “I’ve looked into your history. You’re a talented soldier with at least as much potential as the likes of Aegir or Cosmo. However, from a professional perspective, the Polaris family may not be the best fit for you.”

The fat man’s expression blanched a little. “Your humble servant was just lucky, that’s all. A few lucky breaks over the years have helped me get to where I am. It surely wasn’t thanks to my piddling abilities. I’m really not even middle of the road when you consider our illustrious soldiers. I can’t possibly compare to the honorable Generals you mentioned.”

“Don’t belittle yourself so. You cannot evaluate the worth of a man by what they display. To properly judge someone, you must consider their potential and their position.” Arcturus’s mannerisms were friendly, calm, and instructional. He spoke with the gentleness of a spring breeze like a scholar mid-lecture. “The age of men like Skye Polaris has unfortunately passed. Times are changing. We must change with them.”

Hammont wasn’t sure what he meant.

“Skye Polaris promoted his men based on the valor they displayed but ignored the equally important characteristics of wisdom and strategy. For the first time in a thousand years, we have encountered an enemy as cunning and as brave as we are. That is what led us to the catastrophic defeat at the Blisterpeaks. That is how we lost our great generals. Soldiers who are too self-assured leave themselves open to destruction. We cannot have courage without discipline. Otherwise, we will merely repeat the same mistakes. With a new era and a new enemy, we must change our very foundations to rise to the occasion.”

Here, Arcturus paused and just watched Hammont for a moment.

“It is not enough for a general to know how to defeat the enemy. He must cherish every soldier in his command. Winning a single battle is not the most important thing. In the old days, the phrase went, ‘he who laughs last laughs loudest.’ A masterful commander needs to know more than how to lead his troops on the field. He must cultivate a keen sense to know the hidden battles all around us. That is the key to ultimate victory.”

Hammont maintained his silence.

“Skycloud’s old guard cannot bear the burden of what we need to do. Since the weight of Commander-in-Chief rests in my hands for the time being, it falls to me to cultivate the next generation of leaders.” Arcturus paused to pick up the document he’d been writing and handed it to Hammont. “I am appointing Frost de Winter as the new commander of Skycloud’s armed forces. Your mission – if you accept – is to aid him in this charge. Will you embrace this duty?”

The fat man’s breath was a little shallow. He felt it – a once-in-a-lifetime opportunity. The position that Arcturus offered was a gateway to tremendous levels of success. Such an important mission from the Cloude family was every man’s dream.

But…

… it didn’t feel right.

Hammont was here today because of Cloudhawk’s efforts. Anyone with half a brain could see the Cloude family was at odds with Cloudhawk. If he accepted the Governor’s offer, would that pit him against his former benefactor?

“It is critical that the young reach for the opportunities set before them.” Arcturus’s words cut through his concerns. “I can promise you that if you aid Frost in consolidating his position, you will be promoted to the rank of Lieutenant-General. You will have the authority to rebuild your corps in no time and bring the glory of our fallen General Drake into the future as one of Skycloud’s greatest military units. In the future, it may even grow into an army of its own under independent leadership — your leadership. I myself will teach you the obscurities of strategy and leadership, for I am sure men like you are the future of our realm.”

Hammont’s teeth clenched tightly as he thought it over. Then, slowly, he nodded. “This humble man is happy to offer his services to our illustrious Governor.”

Arcturus revealed no surprise at his decision. He knew the fat man was clever. “You will be happy about the decision you’ve made today. The path you’ve chosen is one of glory and success. Henceforth, your life will change completely.”

Honeyed words, but Hammont felt something inside of him sink. What this meant was that from this day forward, he belonged to the Cloudes.

Arcturus’s declaration of a new Commander-in-Chief spread quickly. Lieutenant-Commander of the Knights of Splendor, Frost de Winter, was officially elevated to commander of the entire Skycloud army. Because he was under investigation, acting commander Cloudhawk was removed from his posts. Frost’s leadership was effective immediately.

Five hundred demon hunters were donated by the Cloude family to fill out the expeditionary force’s ranks. In a single stroke, their demon hunter deficiency was resolved. A full third of those numbers were delegated to the Drake Corps under command of the relatively unknown young Colonel Hammont Seacrest.

The swift series of changes caught people unprepared.

Of course, Frost de Winter was one of the most illustrious youths of his generation. He was Arcturus’s personal disciple and had risen among the ranks step-by-step thanks to his merit. For years, he served as commander of the respected Knights of Splendor, then lieutenant-general, and now, General of the whole army – the youngest proper commander in Skycloud’s history. Even if someone were to disagree with the appointment, they would be hard-pressed to find a good reason to protest.

Beyond his powerful backing, Frost also had considerable skill in his own right. His record was proof of this. His brilliant talent was impeccable as he showed when he killed Wyrmsole. Few could defeat him, even among the established powerhouses of the older generation.

It was Hammont’s appointment that many found curious. A man with few notable exploits to speak of, no noble birth, and only average strength – where did he get the qualifications to rise so high up the ranks? Where Drake’s Corps originally only had a few hundred men, it was now among the best-fitted units in the entire army. It was a bitter pill for the other officers to swallow.

Arcturus’s appointment of Hammont was sure to attract attention. It was a tactical call to draw attention from the more contentious rise of Frost de Winter. Most of the disapproval would be wasted on Hammont.

As for whether the fat man could hold his position… this was Arcturus’s test. If he couldn’t handle this small setback, then Hammont didn’t deserve the position.

Skycloud’s Governor was now alone in the study. He sat with his eyes closed, deep in thought. Now, there was no power in Skycloud capable of standing in his way. And he was only getting started.
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“High Priest! Why are you hesitating?” Selene had just finished telling the kindly old man the news about the expeditionary force’s new appointments. “We know the Wastelands Alliance is under Arcturus’s control. We know he was responsible for killing Skye Polaris. The Temple is aware of all of this but doesn’t act, and it only makes the Governor bolder by the day.”

High Priest Ramiel Caelestis was an aloof, almost mystical figure in Skycloud. Even Arcturus acted humbly and respectfully before him.

This was because Ramiel was the only human thought to be able to commune with the gods. It was this fact that made him the only person in the realm capable of standing up to the Governor and his grab for power. It was for this reason Selene pledged herself to the Temple.

“The situation is not as simple as you think.” Ramiel had known something was off about Arcturus for years, but while Ramiel was greatly respected, he had no real power. He only had command over the Templars and the Empyrean Guard. He couldn’t openly defy the Governor and could only investigate the situation in secret. He’d been at it for a long time and, so far, had not revealed his suspicions.

Selene pressed the matter, “This should be reported directly to the gods themselves!”

“The gods hold no interest in petty human politicking, especially when we have no proof to speak of. Arcturus is a man of caution, and nothing he’s done detracts from his facade of faith and service. The gods will not simply erase a man like him because I say so.”

She was at a loss. Even the gods were powerless against a criminal like him? What sort of gods were they, then?!

“A man as intelligent as Arcturus will not open himself up to challenge. This cannot be rushed.”

Selene’s thin brows curled in frustration. “Is Cloudhawk in danger?”

“You need not worry for now. If Arcturus had intended on eliminating all his foes for good, you would’ve been one of the first to be targeted. He would have made sure none of you returned alive. While his reasons are still a mystery, he has chosen to keep his murderous intentions at bay. For now, the best thing for you is to wait and watch. I will keep Dawn and Cloudhawk here within the Temple. They might be ostensibly under arrest, but right now, it is the safest place in the city for them.


92 / Boiling the Seas


“Enter!” Several Templars entered and opened the large doors to the guard room. “This is where you’ll be living until the end of your hearing.”

“Stop pushing me around. You guys got no fuckin’ manners.” Cloudhawk fussily straightened his clothes while shooting the stink eye at his guards. “I’ve got legs, alright? You think I can’t walk on my own?”

“Stop talking!” One of them, a captain, glared at the mouthy youth. “You better show me a little respect. And don’t think you’re getting out of here. Try to escape and things will go very badly for you. Even the Apostle won’t be able to protect you from what I’ll do!”

He punctuated his threat by slamming the door. The resonant thud rumbled through the room.

Cloudhawk irreverently jabbed his middle finger at where the man had stood. Did he really think this place could hold him? It wasn’t like Cloudhawk had been wasting time all these years.

“House arrest” was just another sort of imprisonment, only with fewer chains and slightly better accommodations. They would give him three square meals a day, and he didn’t expect to be mistreated. Most importantly, though, the Temple was likely the only place Arcturus’s power couldn’t reach.

The structure of the Temple was unique. Its interior was three to four times larger than it appeared from the outside, which was possible because it was constructed with mysterious godly power. It somehow flouted the rules of time and space, which Cloudhawk sensed because the energy density in here was several times what it was outside.

Because of the unique makeup of the energy levels here, even just moving around required more effort. Cloudhawk found that the strange dimensional makeup of the temple was more than his relic could overcome. It’s why the Temple didn’t confiscate his relics even though they knew he had phase powers.

Of course, Cloudhawk’s powers were more varied and complicated than they gave him credit for. He didn’t need to waste energy trying to phase through the walls of the Temple when he could simply teleport to another dimension. All he had to do was slip into his warehouse out in space, wander off a few steps, then boom – he was free. The Temple couldn’t hold him. No place could.

However, having the ability to escape and actually accomplishing it were two different things. When he got out, what then? What was he supposed to do?

Cloudhawk sat cross-legged and fell into quiet contemplation. He had to look at the bright side; sure, he was locked up in this place, but at least he was getting a little fucking peace and quiet for a change.

Still, something had to be done. Cloudhawk wrapped his fingers around the relic that hung from his neck and plucked it off. He stared at it. It looked dull even under the strange Elysian lantern light.

The phase stone was as black as coal with a texture somewhere between rock and jade. Really, it was very unassuming except for the almost imperceptible threads of red veins that snaked across its surface and pulsed with the faintest light. Such a simple looking thing, containing such incredible power.

From the moment he found this stone, Cloudhawk’s whole life had changed.

He felt like something had been pushing him down this path from when he found the stone to everything that happened afterward. It was like none of it was by accident, that some unseen hand was leading him from one experience to the next. Everything was predetermined.

It was… uncomfortable. Like his name, he was a hawk aching for freedom. He would accept no fetters and would only remain in a cage if he so chose.

Cloudhawk didn’t know what would come if he kept walking this path, but he did know that there was nothing that strength and knowledge could not change. If he encountered something intractable, it just meant he wasn’t strong or smart enough yet.

Fate… fate. What did any of that mean? It was an excuse for the weak and a self-deprecating falsehood for the strong. Cloudhawk was determined to take fate into his own hands, but if he wanted to do that, he needed more power!

He’d gotten stronger quickly in the last half a year, but compared to his goal, it was a drop in a bucket. He needed more, or he couldn’t protect himself from his enemies, much less protect his friends.

When he thought about it, his fingers tightened around the stone.

Tiny licks of flame reached from between his fingers, the ominous green of Castigation fire. They slithered out from within him like tentacles, gently reaching for the relic.

He watched as green fire permeated the stone.

Castigation was a relic unlike any other. What made it special was its parasitic nature. When it joined with a host, the power of the relic spread through every one of its master’s cells much like Trespasser. Now, it was as much a part of him as anything else.

The actual substance of Castigation Fire was infinitesimal, but it devoured anything it touched. That made it phenomenally dangerous. He’d seen it damage other relics as well because Castigation Fire gnawed at the source of what made them work. It made repairing said relics very difficult.

What’s more, Castigation Fire retained some of that material that made relics function and brought it into the host. In short, it took from a relic and delivered it into a person’s body, eventually granting the bearer the ability to use the relic’s power without the item itself.

That’s how Cloudhawk had absorbed a piece of Quiet Carnage’s power before it was destroyed. He wondered… if he could extract some of the power of Quiet Carnage, could he do the same with the phase stone?

He decided to try.

Of course, the phase stone was also different from other relics. The demands it placed on the bearer were intense. Otherwise, it wouldn’t have taken a thousand years for someone to come along and claim it. There was no doubt that something about Cloudhawk, some hidden lineage or talent, was what allowed him to use the stone. That’s why the demon king chose him.

It all began when he touched it.

He remembered feeling a connection with it right away like they were of the same body. It was meant for him. It was a birthright. No one else could wield it but him because of this innate kinship. He was intimately familiar with it even long before he stumbled into that cave. So, it would be the subject of his first experiment.

The phase stone was of a higher grade than Castigation Fire. There was no danger of the green fires destroying it. Even if his efforts failed, he wouldn’t be losing a relic.

Cloudhawk continued to carefully release the power until the stone was completely enveloped. As it happened, he felt like he was caught in some strange space, a familiar space – that sea of mental energy locked within the stone.

Vast and black. It was what remained of the Demon King’s power.

Though it was only a fraction of what the beast had wielded in life, the immensity of it was staggering. Were Cloudhawk able to absorb it all, he would instantly be as mighty as a Master Demon Hunter.

Much of the reason for his improvements over the years was thanks to the power locked in this stone. It was a dark gift from a dead monarch, available because he was ordained as the creature’s successor. If not for it, no matter how hard he worked, it would be a miracle for him to become even half as strong as he was today.

The dark sea stretched out before him like a mirror. Faint lights danced across its surface like the starry night sky. Overhead, the “sky” was an eerie green reflecting on the murky surface.

Flickers of green began to descend, gently touching down upon the sea. When the darkness swallowed up the fires, its smooth surface began to tremble and then seethe. Sinister hues of green began to creep into the pure black waters.

As the fires continued to descend, the sea boiled ever more intensely. Cloudhawk looked out over a limitless expanse of pitching waters. Steam was belched into the air as the sea of psychic energy began to boil away.

The process continued for a time. A rain of Castigation fire was falling all around.

Suddenly, Cloudhawk opened his eyes and took deep, gasping breaths. He was soaked from head to toe like he’d been wading through an ocean. His eyes snapped to the phase stone where he discovered with surprise that it had become smaller. Where before, there had been veins of red through the rock, now they were green. It appeared Castigation Fire was still at war with the black sea within.

Power surged through Cloudhawk’s body. He could feel it filling him.

He’d directly absorbed only a fraction of the steam he’d seen. However, the rest was not lost or wasted. Rather, it was conveyed into his body as he expected it might. His body became the new vessel for the power sealed in the stone.

What did it mean that the relic was smaller? It must have melted!

He was puzzled by the results and a little frightened, for he hadn’t wanted to damage the relic in his experiment. Fortunately, he found that the powers of the stone were not diminished by his attempts. Instead, it was now shared with his own body.

In other words, with time and effort, Cloudhawk could boil the entire sea of energy within the stone and swallow it into himself. Once that was accomplished, he could phase and teleport without the stone, a true superhuman.

Over the next few days, Cloudhawk was shuffled back and forth from his hearings. He entertained himself by harassing his captors, and when he had a spare moment, he would continue to work with the stone.

“Next time, don’t be so arrogant!”

“Antagonizing the Governor won’t do you any favors!”

“Yeah, Miss Polaris – you’re causing the Grand Master a heap of trouble.”

Cloudhawk had just settled down for a rest when he heard talking through the wall. He listened as Dawn was shoved into the room next door.

Since she was a former Templar, her relationship with their captors was on better terms. Their gruff words were meant to persuade her for her own benefit. For her part, however, Dawn did not seem grateful for their attempts. Instead, she sent them away in no uncertain terms.

Cloudhawk chuckled. “I thought there was something different in the air today. I should have known it would be the noble Miss stomping around.”

He heard Dawn rush to the wall they shared, striking it with so much force that it trembled. “Cloudhawk? They threw you in here as well?”

“They put me here right after they took you away.”

“It’s inconceivable what they’re doing. I tell them the truth, but no one listens. How can you be so relaxed?”

“Nothing wrong with a little quiet and three solid meals a day. Hell, I’d stay here a year or so if they’d let me – not a good vacation.”

When he heard her voice, it was irritated and incredulous. “You’d willingly live such a cowardly life?”

“Surprise! You’re annoyed with me.” He leaned with his back against the wall as he spoke with her. “You know the southern wastelands?”

“Yes, it’s riddled with mutant creatures. What about it?”

“Four years ago, my life was spent picking through the ruins of the southern wastes. I was lucky to get a full meal once a day. I was forever picking through garbage looking for scraps, hiding from slavers, and shivering in the dark hole I called my home. When I opened my eyes in the morning, I was happy to still be breathing.”

As she listened to Cloudhawk recount his former life, Dawn calmed down.

“It’s been years since I’ve had to live that way.” Cloudhawk’s voice was calm and even. “But I don’t have to go back to know the ruins are still filled with people who were like me, just trying to survive. While some people may call being locked up in this place hell, where I come from, this is heaven. Heaven and hell… it’s really just a matter of perspective.”

Dawn didn’t agree with him but couldn’t refute his logic.

“That’s humans for you. If you gave someone a few pieces every day for nothing, then stopped suddenly, inwardly, they’d hate you for it. If you slapped someone across the face every day and then stopped because your hand hurt, your victim would thank you for it.”

“What are you trying to say, that all humans are garbage?”

“I guess that depends on how you look at it. As far as I’m concerned, all people are equal. Honor, riches, dignity – all external bullshit. Being focused on all of that nonsense is stupid and serves nothing but to make you lose your way.” Cloudhawk lay back on the mattress, folding his hands behind his head. “If I was the same person, picking through the ruins for grubs, I’d fight for what’s mine but wouldn’t complain about what I didn’t have. It was hard, but I was satisfied, even happy. You gain and you lose. You earn what you deserve – it’s how you stay true to your natural self.”

Dawn couldn’t help but chuckle. It was the first time she’d laughed in days.


93 / The Oracle


All troubles in the world came from within. Helplessness came from the sense that you didn’t get what you wanted, blooming from the root of endless avarice. When you have nothing, you want something. When you have something, you want more. It was the source of progress and the source of pain.

Who could live all their days in contentment, in the natural way? Life and desire were one and the same. If one were to wholly put aside their desires, what was left to live for?

Dawn listened as Cloudhawk waxed philosophical, but he silently asked himself if he could really live such a free and easy life as he wanted. Humans needed ties because true freedom meant absolute loneliness.

Dawn sat with her back against the wall. Both she and Cloudhawk were in the exact same position, though the wall between them hid each other from view. She imagined that she could feel Cloudhawk’s heat through the stone, sense the rush of his blood. It calmed her angry heart.

“Tell me about the kind of person you used to be.”

“What’s there to say about a wastelander scav?”

“You aren’t a typical wastelander.”

“You’re not wrong. I was always a little strange even when I was young. Other scavs thought there was something wrong with me. I thought the same.”

“Why?”

“I was born in the ruins. Ever since I can remember, I’ve had this dream where I could fly over the ruins and into different worlds. I always had this desire in me to know what was out in the world beyond.”

Dawn paused for a moment. “But the wastelands are endless.”

“How was I supposed to know that? I always thought that somewhere out there, there would be a place that was safe, quiet, and without death. The place would be filled with fertile land, clothes to keep me warm, and food to satisfy my belly. I would live there, spending my days quietly and contentedly until I died.” A smile touched the corner of his lips. “Everyone thought I was crazy. There was only one person who would listen.”

“Who?”

“Just an old wastelander. He told me that he’d never stepped foot out of the ruins, so all his hopes to see the world would fall on my shoulders.”

Cloudhawk stopped for a moment. His expression was sad.

“When I was small, those ruins were my whole world. I had no concept of how large the wastelands were, but I always fantasized about it.”

“The old man died, and I grew older. Later, I was lured to a place called Blackflag Outpost where I met three wastelanders who left a deep impression on me. One was a pudgy man, cunning and clever. Another was a crazy drunk fighter. The last was a mystery in a lot of ways. Looking back on them now, they weren’t all that special, but at the time, they seemed superhuman. Blackflag Outpost was a tiny place, but it expanded my horizons so much. I dreamed to see more places like that and to be as strong as those three men. I couldn’t wait for those dreams to come true.”

“Selene was the first time I saw the powers of a demon hunter. It was incredible. She told me about the Elysian lands, and I realized that was the heaven I’d been looking for, a place where I could stop floating from place to place and settle down.”

As he continued, his voice grew softer.

“I learned the reality of things when I got here. It’s nothing like my dreams. When you’re small, the real world is a tiny place, but the world in your dreams is huge. When you get older, that real world seems so massive when the world of your dreams gets so small. Funny, isn’t it?”

For the first time, Dawn heard Cloudhawk give voice to how he thought. It was the deepest parts of his heart, and she closed her eyes to picture the scene.

A frail, emaciated teenager appeared behind her eyelids, clawing his way out of the ruins. He set out on his own on a long, difficult journey. He faced countless hardships, and though he was covered in grime from his low birth and hard life, his eyes were bright. At last, he arrived at the place of his dreams – Skycloud.

But then, who’d have thought? Skycloud wasn’t the end of the wastelands. It was just an extension of it.

Cloudhawk had experienced many ups and downs since he set off on his quest. He saw the ugliness inside of many. The weak teenager from years ago had grown, and now, he had status and ability. But was that what he really wanted?

Dawn muttered from across the wall, “Put out your hand.”

Cloudhawk did as he was instructed, pressing his palm against the wall. Dawn did the same.

“I know you’ll succeed. If Skycloud isn’t what you’re looking for, then just keep going until you find it. Even if you have to build it with your own hands.” Her voice was uncharacteristically gentle. “I believe in you. Even if no one else does, I’ll always stand by your side, until the final moment.”

Cloudhawk smiled. “You remind me of an old friend I met in Greenland Outpost who told me something similar. It’s been so long, I wonder how things are going...”

Both of them lapsed into silence.

Dawn no longer kicked up a ruckus or threatened to kill Arcturus. It didn’t serve her at all to make that intent known. Running her mouth didn’t solve the problem. It only made things worse.

Cloudhawk continued to work with the phase stone. Days passed, and his Castigation fire dissolved what used to be a rock the size of a marble into one only a little larger than a fingernail.

The vision of green fire dancing on a black sea returned.

He watched the boiling waters that were on the cusp of vanishing.

Eventually, the sea was all steam, and the vast inheritance from the Demon King that was sealed in the stone had been transferred into his body. He opened his eyes, opened his hand, and the stone was gone.

Now, Cloudhawk didn’t need to rely on a tool to phase or teleport. The Demon King’s phase stone was now a part of him, and its powers were his own. Whatever the situation and wherever he was, no one would be able to rob Cloudhawk of that.

The same was true for all the power that had been in the stone. However, the nature of it was still different from that of its new host, and as such, he could not assimilate everything the Demon King had left behind. Even so, he still felt improved and empowered by the experience.

He’d been locked up here for days on flimsy accusations, but Cloudhawk had appreciated the quiet. He made use of the time to absorb the phase stone’s power into himself. Not only was he stronger now, but he’d also gained an incredible, intrinsic power.

He didn’t know how much longer this would go on, so he refined his other relics.

Next came his Silver Serpents that were gifted to him by the Polaris family. He carefully attempted to fuse their power with himself. Having spent days here learning how to wield Castigation Fire, the attempt succeeded without issue.

The deadly green fires dissolved metal like a potent acid. The silvery weapons melted away little by little. Its inner power was extracted and fused with Cloudhawk’s body until there was nothing left.

That easy? Cloudhawk tested it by waving a hand. A streak of silver light followed, which carved a groove in the stone wall.

It came from inside of him, nearly as sharp as the weapons themselves had been. He’d managed to absorb the power of the Silver Serpents and join it with his own body so that it could no longer be taken from him or destroyed.

Cloudhawk was eager to keep going. He wanted to continue until all his relics became a part of him but was foiled when he tried it on his invisibility cloak. He got the faint sense that his body was somehow saturated. He didn’t know why, but it was clear that – at least for now – he couldn’t continue.

Was there a limit to the number of relics he could absorb?

Cloudhawk didn’t want to continue until he was sure. If he pushed it, he could lose a useful relic for good. That would sting, to put it lightly. So, he sat around while the trials continued, kept in the dark about what was happening in the outside world.

One day, someone came to pay him a visit.

Cloudhawk wasn’t familiar with the person, but he’d seen them a few times. They wore a light blue cloak that wrapped up their entire body. No one could see their build or features – or even their gender. All Cloudhawk could determine was that he or she was strong. Really strong.

The current top leader of the Temple was High Priest Ramiel Caelestis. He had a few close attendants he relied on, such as Grand Prior Phain and Apostle Selene. But besides them, there were two who were always seen by his side during the hearings.

One of them always wore a pale blue cloak and carried a tome of divine law in their hands. This was one of two Oracles, bearer of the Skycloud Doctrine that represented righteous justice. The tome was an illustrious, epic-level relic of the Temple from the time of Skycloud’s creation.

But what was the bearer doing here? Cloudhawk looked at them curiously.

“How long are you and Phain going to keep this up?” Dawn looked at the figure with a strange stare. “Can’t you just let us out of here?”

A calm, almost ethereal voice wafted out from the hood, “If we didn’t keep you in here, how would you have calmed down? If we let you free and you try to cut down the Governor again, no one will be able to help you.”

As they spoke, the Oracle slowly removed the hood. A flood of shimmering white-blonde hair tumbled forth.

The bearer of the Skycloud Doctrine was a beautiful, elegant woman who looked near forty. Much to Cloudhawk’s shock, she looked remarkably similar to Dawn. It was the color of her hair and eyes that gave it away. At a glance, it was obvious the two were related.

“You’ve never cared whether I lived or died!” Dawn answered the woman with a derisive hmph. “I’ve practically forgotten you’re my mother!”

Mother? Was one of the Temple’s mysterious Oracles Dawn Polaris’s mother?

Cloudhawk gaped openly at the revelation. Dawn’s background was unique. Cloudhawk had heard that a long time ago. He’d also heard from her that her mother played an important role in the Temple. But an Oracle? Her influence in the organization was equal to a Grand Prior’s.

While the clergy’s physical powers were typically seen as inferior, their respect and influence were higher. Even Phain would likely obey if this Oracle were to give an order. Yet, she seemed so cold and aloof. Skye Polaris was dead. Her daughter had tried to kill the Governor, and yet, none of that registered on her beautiful face. She hadn’t even shown herself until now.

“I am an Oracle. I cannot meddle in these affairs. But since Skye has given him the sword...” Her eyes turned to Cloudhawk and Ardent Wrath that was sheathed at his hip. “… then I will help where I can.”

“How?” Dawn replied curtly.

Things were complicated with Cloudhawk and Dawn, to put it mildly. Even the High Priest couldn’t solve their problems.

“There is only one way to clear Cloudhawk’s name.” The Oracle spoke slowly, deliberately. “We must use the Skycloud Doctrine and the Arbiter’s Staff to summon the Cloud God. Let the patron of our realm pass judgment.”


94 / Divine Judgment


Two Oracles held sway in the temple:

First, Aquaria – Oracle of Order.

Second, Thora – Oracle of Justice.

It was obvious that the relationship between Oracle Aquaria and her daughter was strained. Although Dawn and Skye often fought, there was still obvious affection between them. The only sense Cloudhawk got when these two women faced one another was that of estrangement.

Of course, he didn’t give a shit. Lifestyles of the aristocracy weren’t in his wheelhouse, but it sounded like she had a plan for the situation they were in.

One of the Temple’s most important functions was to serve as a link between man and the gods. However, no one knew how they did it.

In submitting Cloudhawk to divine judgment, they needed to call forth a god to this earthly plane. They would rely on the wisdom and power of their patron god to levy a ruling on the young man and determine whether he was just in action. If he indeed colluded with the enemy, then the power of the gods would bring this to light. No human could hide secrets before their almighty benefactors.

The Cloud God was also the supreme authority over their realm. It seemed to be the only way to clear Cloudhawk’s name.

But, was Cloudhawk confident in submitting himself to judgment? He wasn’t so sure!

For starters, he was not one of the faithful. Skycloud was a place that ran on religious conviction, of which Cloudhawk had none. Anyone who didn’t believe was branded a sinner. And then, there was the very big fucking caveat that he was the bearer of the Demon King’s inheritance.

That wasn’t a tiny secret. If the Demon King returned… the news would shake the entire world. It could start another Great War. A storm like that, not even Cloudhawk could avoid getting swept up in it. From the standpoint of anyone in Skycloud and all of the gods, Cloudhawk was the personification of evil. The gods would act, descending on him like armageddon. There would be no escape.

He didn’t have a choice, though. Refusing to submit to judgment was tantamount to admitting guilt.

There wasn’t much in the way of precedent when it came to wastelanders in Skycloud. Its highest leaders didn’t trust him, so it seemed that the only way to overcome their prejudice was to call on help from the gods themselves.

Dawn had utter faith in Cloudhawk, but she also knew he was not a normal man and kept many secrets. When Aquaria made the suggestion, Dawn was skeptical. “Would that help his case? You know as well as I do that he’s from the wastelands. How can the Cloud God accept an outsider, an unbeliever? You’re sentencing him to death!”

“Skycloud has its rules, and the Temple has its own. If he does not pass muster in the eyes of the Cloud God, then he has only himself to blame.”

As Oracle of the Temple, Aquaria was strictly bound to its precepts. She could not act based on family affection as normal people would. But in the end, she was still a mother. She had no desire to see the Polaris family doomed to decay or for her daughter to be implicated in the death of her grandfather.

As for Cloudhawk? If Skye gave him Ardent Wrath, it was because the boy was important.

The last time he’d gotten into trouble, Dawn hadn’t hesitated to swear her life on his innocence. That was clear proof the girl had great affection for the low-born outsider. She was in dire trouble now but was not without redemption. They still had time to recognize and avoid further trouble if they acted now.

And then there was the truth that if everyone was guilty, then no one was.

When Dawn swore her honor in Cloudhawk’s defense, she wasn’t alone. There were many who stood by his side, including several from the Umbra family. If Cloudhawk were to be found guilty, severe punishments would have to be levied against his friends, but there was too much power and influence behind them for executions to be carried out.

After all, those who stood by Cloudhawk were the future talents of Skycloud.

Aquaria had to know the truth about Cloudhawk, both as a representative of the Temple and as Dawn’s mother. If he died from divine retribution, Dawn might hate her, but she’d at least have done her duty to keep her daughter safe.

Ultimately, Cloudhawk’s fate meant nothing to Aquaria. In fact, his presence in Dawn’s life was an unneeded risk as far she was concerned.
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Grand Prior Phain led Cloudhawk through the Temple towards a chamber they hadn’t been to before. He stepped in and announced their presence. “Honorable High Priest, I have brought the accused.”

The chamber housed twenty-four statues arrayed in a circle. The imposing figures glowed with their own milky light, and as they looked upon the chamber’s occupants in stoic silence, their beauty could be appreciated. Each one was a work of art, masterfully crafted and without gaudy or unnecessary decorations. In the middle of them all stood High Priest Ramiel Caelestis and Apostle Selene Cloude.

Behind them was a crystal doorway flanked by a pair of altars. The Temple’s Oracles stood beside them bearing Skycloud’s Doctrine and the Arbiter’s Staff.

From a distance, the rest of Skycloud’s elite watched with bated breath. Everyone was eager to see what judgment would be passed down from the mouth of a god.

For someone as insignificant as Cloudhawk to warrant disturbing a god’s slumber was remarkable to them. It was like using a broadsword to behead a chicken. However, many were interested to learn of Cloudhawk’s secrets.

In just a few short years, this enigmatic young man had captured everyone’s curiosity. How had a wastelander learned to employ mental powers? How had an outsider grown so strong, so quickly?

The rate at which Cloudhawk cultivated his skills outstripped every other talent of his generation. If the gods smiled upon him, then Cloudhawk would have no trouble finding a new powerful benefactor to support him.

High Priest Ramiel, despite his white hair and advanced years, was still hale and hearty. He nodded sagely as they entered the chamber. “Cloudhawk, after several days of hearings and reviewing all the evidence, we have not found sufficient cause to determine your guilt. However, too many questions remain to assert your innocence. We must thus rely on the infinite wisdom of our realm’s patron, the Cloud God, to determine how we shall proceed. Do you submit yourself to the omniscient gaze of the gods for judgment?”

Well fuck, do I have a choice? Inwardly, Cloudhawk cursed his situation, but he knew there was no getting out of it.

Selene watched with a faint note of concern in her face. She didn’t think Cloudhawk had done anything wrong, but he was a non-believer. Would the gods tolerate someone who openly defied their supremacy?

Hearing no objection, High Priest Ramiel slowly raised his hand. “Open the Divine Door!”

Several dozen priests and clerics began to chant. The two Oracles reacted to the High Priest’s orders.

The first bore Skycloud’s Doctrine, a tome that represented order, peace, the rule of divine law, and tradition. The other was the Arbiter’s Staff, which represented judgment, discipline, punishment, and authority.

Both epic-level relics started to react to the chanting. Their intrinsic powers awakened, and each rose from the altars they’d been placed upon. Floating of their own accord, they gently entered the Divine Door. Moments after they vanished, everyone could feel an old and powerful will awaken. The majestic aura that followed was more crushing than a mountain.

The crystal doorway started to undulate as though it were instead made of liquid. From within, there emerged a humanoid figure, tall and glowing with radiant light. Its presence was like the sun’s rays after a terrible storm. And although the light was intense, it did not hurt the eyes.

An aura of absolute divinity filled the chamber.

All but the High Priest immediately fell to their knees. Here among them appeared a god worshipped by millions, a great and true being of divinity. It was the righteous guardian of their realm – the Cloud God!

Who was the true master of the Temple? The common folk thought it was the High Priest, but there was another who slumbered in secret, far separated from the mundane lives of man. The Cloud God was the being that ruled over the Temple in its entirety.

Arcturus Cloude watched the figure emerge from the crystal doorway from a distance. Wrinkles deepened around the corner of his eyes, but the Governor otherwise displayed no emotion. And then, a deluge of divine spiritual energy flooded the chamber, exploding through the minds of all who were present.

“My faithful, why have you called for me?”

Everyone could feel the breadth of this power as it filled them. Even a man like Phain pressed himself closer to the ground under the weight of this celestial will. Of all present, the only person who could remain steadfast against the weight of this creature’s presence was Governor Arcturus.

Was this the will of the Cloud God? Selene couldn’t bring herself to look directly at the doorway.

Ramiel lifted his head and began to speak with their patron god, though none could hear the exchange. They did not speak in words but rather mind-to-mind.

Cloudhawk felt the immensity of this creature’s presence right away. Another surge of energy was released from the door like a column of divine might descending from heaven. It pierced into Cloudhawk’s mind.

Such a potent and indomitable will was unlike anything Cloudhawk had experienced before.

All at once, every memory and experience in his life started to bubble up to the surface unbidden, even many he’d forgotten. Behind his eyes, strange symbols were extracted, coalescing into something like a book that could be leafed through.

Was this great being able to read him like a book?

This realization both shocked and frightened Cloudhawk. If it was able to look right into his mind, then no man could hide his secrets from the eyes of a god. It was like Barb’s Heart-scry Thorn, only a hundred times more potent!

Nothing he had experienced – no thought or desire – was hidden. No power he possessed – not even the inheritance from the Demon King – could obfuscate his heart.

Cloudhawk tried to rise but found himself to be powerless. His tiny presence was like a dinghy in the vast, rough sea that was the Cloud God’s mind. The book of his memories was complete and danced from page to page with incredible speed.

The Cloud God would require only a passing moment to know and understand all of what Cloudhawk was.

Yet, when the god reached out to gather the knowledge, a scene that Cloudhawk did not expect was revealed. Suddenly, violently, several pages from the book were ripped from its binding and scattered all over like discarded leaves.

A hint of confusion infected the Cloud God’s mentality. In all its many years and for all of its incredible power, the Cloud God had never experienced something like this before.

The god reacted with even more power, and Cloudhawk felt it crash into him like a tidal wave. Blood started to trickle from his nose. All of his broken memories froze, and the mind of the Cloud God began to shuffle among them.

The pages that were Cloudhawk’s memories were in disarray, all mismatched scenes of chaos. Inconsistencies were rampant, and some even took place in entirely different ages.

The furthest memories reached back to the time of the Great War. The most recent were being written at this very moment. This made the Cloud God even more curious. How could a mortal’s memories be so vast? A being of such limited lifespan and especially one who was so young could not possess the memories from several lifetimes ago.

Yet, these memories were his. Where did they come from?

The mighty being paused until an overpowering thought boomed through Cloudhawk’s mind. “Approach, mortal!”

Cloudhawk’s disjointed memories were like a jigsaw puzzle but started to reorganize themselves into something more coherent. The god was attempting to piece them together into something more complete. Meanwhile, Cloudhawk’s body was no longer under his control. He took several stumbling steps towards the crystal door.

It rippled in front of him like a reflective pool. He vanished within.

A shock ripped through the temple. Shocked eyes stared in horror as the twenty-four statues towering above them cracked as though two violently powerful wills were locked in contention.


95 / Contaminant


It was not the first time the Temple initiated divine judgment on an accused.

No secret could be kept from the vast consciousness that was the Cloud God. Life or death – the verdict was direct and immediate. Many have been subjected to divine judgment, but never had there been a situation like this. The mighty deity’s decision regarding Cloudhawk remained uncertain.

The entire Temple quaked after Cloudhawk vanished into the crystal door.

Cracks spread quickly through the crystal effigies surrounding the chamber. Each seemed to contain a tempest, and as the power within threatened to explode forth, the onlookers began to worry for the Temple itself.

After stepping through the portal, Cloudhawk felt like he’d entered into a world that was half real and half-created by mental power. The rules that governed this place were distinct from the world he knew. A thick fog pervaded the air that warped everything he saw. Sometimes, it was so dense that he could see nothing, and sometimes, it was almost thin enough to peer through.

He found that he was hovering in midair. It wasn’t really floating, nor did he have any sense of gravity. His senses of hearing, smell, and touch had all vanished. He was nothing but a disembodied consciousness existing in this strange plane.

Some god’s massive will and creative power must have built this place. Everything around him, stretching out in all directions, was the domain of this divine being. No creature was a threat here.

Cloudhawk moved through the half-real, half-psychic environment. Now that he was within the creation of a god, everything he did and thought was connected to the entity. If the god wanted Cloudhawk dead, he needed only to give it a passing thought and it would be so.

Here he was, immersed in the mental power of a god. Cloudhawk never thought he would have such an… intimate encounter.

The god’s consciousness was like an orb, and it was not alone. Cloudhawk could sense that somewhere unknown, there were more orbs like this. But they were out… there, somewhere. The sense was like trying to peer at distant stars in the night sky.

There was more than one god. Yet, what defined the gods was a linked consciousness, a network of connected minds.

A god’s life and form were unique in that they were not individual. Each one was connected to the others. From the moment they are brought into existence, they join a vast interlocking system. When tapped in, they could feel and know what the others were experiencing even a thousand kilometers away – even whole worlds apart.

And that connection could never be severed.

It was part of them. This societal structure permitted no lies, no deceptions, no betrayal. Every thought and experience was shared and gathered, and in return, they could accomplish anything.

It was what made them perfect and powerful.

Silvanas was, of course, an exception. She managed to sever her connection to this collective and betrayed them by declaring her individuality. The cost was access to their collective power, which greatly reduced what she was capable of.

The Shepherd Goddess split from the others, leaving her former compatriots no way to link with her and communicate. They could no longer sense her or know her whereabouts. When the Shepherd Goddess severed her connection and became Autumn, it could be said that she was no longer a god at all.

Cloudhawk learned this as he wafted through the vast consciousness of the Cloud God. He also learned that the leader of this species was called the God King. Beneath him were six known as the Supremes. Autumn had been one of them, once, as was this divine creature at the heart of the Temple.

Shepherd once held sway over the forces of the forest and vitality. The Cloud God’s domain lay in unparalleled psychic power.

It was capable of reading a mortal’s thoughts with impunity as easily as flipping through a tome. Its overwhelming mental acuity was vastly greater than any human’s and as such, could reach into their minds and extract any information it chose. No secret was safe. Cloudhawk was the only mortal in all its many years of existence who could resist its gaze.

Somehow, Cloudhawk’s mind and memories were protected from it.

The measures that shielded Cloudhawk activated once the Cloud God tried to read his thoughts. The result was the strange result it had just experienced. However, Cloudhawk was now immersed in the Cloud God’s own consciousness. He was a part of the divine being.

Here, nothing was kept secret.

Cloudhawk watched as a figure emerged from the fog in front of him, though he had no eyes.

It was enormous and adorned with the most beautiful armor Cloudhawk had ever seen. Although he couldn’t make out any features, the eyes could barely be discerned. The mists could not diminish the light that shone from within. Like a pair of piercing lances, they bored into Cloudhawk and made him tremble.

Cloudhawk was dumbfounded. “You’re a god?”

“You minuscule creatures cannot conceal your secrets from the gods.”

Before Cloudhawk could react, he felt a palm press against him. It filled him with the strange and unsettling illusion that his mind was cracking open. Pieces of it floated away from him and out into the mists.

It wasn’t flesh or blood or bone. This place Cloudhawk existed in wasn’t fully real, and neither was he. Thus, the fragments of himself that were spat out weren’t physical. Rather, they were thousands upon thousands of his memories, shards of his life that dotted the landscape like stars. Each one glittered with a strange light.

Immediately upon separating from him, Cloudhawk’s memories started to shift. They fluttered all around like a cloud of butterflies.

The Cloud God’s voice reverberated through the entirety of this reality. “Defenses like this are beyond the ken of mere mortals. Yet, it matters not – nothing can be kept secret from me in my domain. Show me what you have been hiding.”

The fluttering memories danced like they were connected by a thread. Each one of the multitudes of fragments gathered together.

Surprise trilled through Cloudhawk. Whether it was the book from before or these dancing fragments, these were his innermost secrets. There was nothing he could do to protect them from the will of this being. Resistance was futile.

The memories were captured by the god. Everything that Cloudhawk was, in its grasp.

Here it came. Once this creature knew what Cloudhawk was, so would all the other many twinkling consciousnesses he felt. Gods in distant places and other worlds would know the truth once the Cloud God siphoned it from his mind. He couldn’t stop it.

All the many butterflies swarmed together. They alighted on the shimmering body of the Cloud God.

Half a second later, they burst into pieces, dissolving into tiny black threads like strands of silken hair. These threads wormed their way into the god’s body, and it was then that the figure began to jerk and twitch violently. Something was wrong. It knew it but recognized the danger too late. It started to mount a defense.

Countless more butterflies swarmed around the god.

As they touched its body, they unraveled and pierced its shining form. Tendrils of black writhed all over it, covering every inch, trying to fight their way inside. In an instant, the awesome figure of the Cloud God became a monstrous apparition of reaching black filaments. The memories, like parasites, dug in deeper.

When the Cloud God was wholly covered, the threads started to intertwine. The shining white light that had radiated from the being was now a sanguine red.

Anger. Pain. They pervaded every inch of this place. Fighting through it all was a singular thought. “Contamination!”

Rage! Unparalleled rage! The anger of a god exploded all around Cloudhawk like a volcano! The spectators waiting in the Temple could feel it as well. The twenty-four crystal effigies cracked apart and tumbled among the distraught onlookers.

Blood poured from the mouths of the two Oracles. “What is happening?!”

From the moment Cloudhawk stepped through the doorway to the outpouring of this fury, no more than ten seconds had passed.

High Priest Ramiel watched in horror as the liquid portal solidified once more into its inert crystal state, which was as solid and listless as a block of ice. Whatever occurred within had long been lost to cloudy confusion, and cracks could now be seen.

The Oracles cried in forlorn voices. “The Cloud God no longer speaks with us!”

No longer speaks… Does that mean judgment was over?

“Where’s Cloudhawk?”

Everyone looked around, surprised to discover that Cloudhawk had not returned. What happened beyond the door when Cloudhawk and their god interacted?

What had caused their patron such anger? Why had it all ended so abruptly? He never even delivered his verdict. All of this went against everything they knew.

“I sense the vestiges of spatial energy here,” Thora said. “Cloudhawk has escaped.”

Chaos ensued.

Selene watched it all with wide, unbelieving eyes. If Cloudhawk was really guilty, the Cloud God would have given him no chance to fight back. There was simply too wide a gulf between man and god. Besides, in the domain of such a being, Cloudhawk was powerless. Even with his teleportation abilities, the Cloud God could end Cloudhawk a hundred times without lifting a finger.

What had happened? What had Cloudhawk done?

“High Priest, this is not the time to concern ourselves with the how.” Arcturus Cloude displayed no hint of panic. “Instead of speculation, we must send out a party to find where Cloudhawk has gone. We must also reestablish communication with our illustrious patron and discover what has happened.”

Ramiel had risen from the rank of Oracle to wear the mantle of the High Priest, and he’d held the post for thirty years. Never in all those years had he seen something this strange and incredible.

Through his time in the Temple, Ramiel had discovered that gods did not have the richness of emotions mortals were burdened with. Most of the time, those mighty beings were indifferent, free from desires, and few were the things that brought them joy or anger.

What about the Cloud God’s encounter with Cloudhawk had caused such a reaction? How had the young man inspired such fury from a god?

He found Arcturus to be right. They had to reach through the door again and ask their god for clarity. But no matter how he tried, Ramiel was met only with silence. After a time, he accepted that they could not learn more from the Cloud God.

Their patron was asleep, locked in a deep slumber.

Sleep was a strange thing for gods, different than it was for mortals.

A god’s life essence was eternal. To them, a hundred years passed the same as a thousand. Time held no meaning, so all of history since the Great War had been spent in slumber. After Skycloud was built, the link to the Cloud God was enshrined within the temple, and since that time, the god had never left.

Before when Ramiel called for the aid of their patron, he would awaken and answer. However, this time, there was nothing.

It filled him with a sense of unease. The Temple’s connection to all the gods was only possible through the Cloud God’s link with Sumeru. If their master was asleep and would not answer his calls, it meant Skycloud had no way to communicate with the gods.

That meant that if something should happen to Skycloud, the gods would not know of it either. They could offer no aid. Something was wrong. Some sort of dark plan was at work.

“It must be Cloudhawk’s doing. Under my authority as Governor, I am ordering that he be arrested on sight. Dispatch the Court of Shadows, the Templars, the League of Demon hunters – everyone. He must be captured and returned no matter the cost. If he will not submit to being brought back alive, then he will be slain.”

Selene watched it all happen around her but could understand none of it.

On the surface, it looked like Cloudhawk had somehow harmed the patron of their realm and then fled during the chaos. She thought back, remembering the faint thought that had whispered through her mind. A cry from the Cloud God.

“Contamination!”

What did that mean? Was Cloudhawk the contamination? She’d never heard anything like it…

For Skycloud to lose connection with its patron god was more calamitous than when the great wall fell. Whether or not Cloudhawk played a role in it, he was involved. He was bound to suffer for it.
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Space folded in on itself.

Cloudhawk staggered out of the rift in space-time, fell, and then scrambled back onto his feet. He was gasping for air and looked like he was struggling.

Everything that had happened in the Temple was running through his mind, a complicated mess. But the general idea was easy to guess. Those memories the Cloud God read weren’t Cloudhawk’s at all – at least not originally. Most were absorbed from the Demon King’s skull he acquired in Hell’s Valley.

The memories of the beast were so many and so vast that even Cloudhawk could only grasp a small portion of them. Much of the inherited knowledge was still a mystery to him. In an act of kindness the god certainly hadn’t intended, his efforts to read the fragmented memories actually helped Cloudhawk recover them.

One thing he could be sure of was that the god had seen everything.

The Demon King – or something – had used him to attack the gods.

It seemed destined that this day would come because something had been waiting for it, embedded in his memories. While he still couldn’t put his finger on the essence of it, he knew that the memories and this strange effect had something to do with the origins of gods and demons.

Their origins. Their connection.

Knowledge from the past.

In short, the memories were… harmless. But the message had to mean something to the gods, something unexpected and world-shaking. The reaction was like a man of faith discovering that everything he believed in was a lie; like someone learning that their idol was a rapist; like learning that one’s partner had been unfaithful.

Those memories… it had to be something like that, only a thousand times more intense. Sometimes, a single piece of information could mean the deaths of thousands. Sometimes, a single sentence cut deeper than a sword. Be it man or god, there were some things that were forbidden.

Upon being connected to the god, Cloudhawk could feel every part of it. When the Cloud God learned the contents of those memories there was… suspicion? A strong uncertainty surrounding its own existence. Then, chaos followed.

The god had called it “contamination.” Cloudhawk was a contaminant.

It was a simple enough idea to understand. The will of the gods was a unified whole. Put another way, there was no separation between the gods. The Cloud God saw all secrets, and he could not keep any from the others. In the instant the Cloud God knew of these mysteries, they must have instantly been transmitted to every other god.

They would all be affected! The consequences were beyond Cloudhawk’s comprehension.

If this was indeed a ploy by the demons to harm the gods, then Cloudhawk was a kind of biological weapon. He was a vicious, insidious delivery method that had the potential to fracture the unity of the gods. The Cloud God recognized this but only after extracting them from Cloudhawk’s mind. To protect the others, the god attempted to seal the knowledge away inside itself and fell into a deep slumber.

Once the Cloud God slept, its connection to the other gods was diminished. It was a means of protection, to keep the poisonous knowledge hidden. However, it meant that the Cloud God could not be awakened for fear of infecting others. Skycloud had lost the wisdom and protection of its patron.

Was this some kind of conspiracy? A sinister play by demons? Some ancient conspiracy? Cloudhawk wasn’t sure.

The Temple relied on the gods to be its shield and its support. Without a way to communicate with the Cloud God, the High Priest lost his connection to Mount Sumeru and all its denizens at the same time. Without the light of the gods to guide the Temple – even temporarily – the impact on Skycloud would be incalculable.

Could it have been Arcturus? But if it was, how? If he could learn such closely-held secrets about Cloudhawk and was able to predict even the actions of the gods, then Arcturus was no man – he was an invincible monster.

But right now, it didn’t matter. First, he had to run for his life! He looked for an escape route, but in the back of his mind, he still wondered. Was this the god the Elysians worshipped? Such frail things?

Even if he’d done it unwittingly, Cloudhawk had infected the Cloud God and forced it into slumber. Skycloud wasn’t going to give him any quarter this time. The Temple wasn’t going to back him up. He had no more friends or allies left. There was no place in Skycloud for him anymore.

He coughed up a mouthful of blood and fell to his knees once more.

Oddball wriggled out of his clothing and started to flutter around, anxiously circling him. It sensed their pursuers quickly gaining from behind. There was still farther to go before he reached the Elysian boundary, and if they were caught here, they were as good as dead.

Cloudhawk’s injuries were mental ones. The bursts of psychic energy from the Cloud God were intended to rend Cloudhawk’s mind, but luckily for him, the Cloud God was itself mired in confusion. It could not stop the offending mortal from escaping.

But while the god had not destroyed Cloudhawk’s mind outright, it had caused significant damage. The process of extracting his memories had been very harmful. Although Cloudhawk was physically untouched, his situation was far from optimistic.

“You can’t escape.” A streak of crystal blue descended from the sky, accompanied by a frigid voice. Whoosh! It missed Cloudhawk by inches. Ice crackled audibly as it appeared and spread out across the ground.

A handsome young man wearing armor as brilliant and dazzling as the sun slowly stepped into view. He approached Frozen Dirge and pulled it from the ground. Frost de Winter pointed his weapon at Cloudhawk, who was struggling to stay standing.

Cloudhawk wiped the blood that had started to leak from his nostrils. “You again… you haunt me like a fuckin’ ghost.”

Frost approached with a dozen men at his back. They were all clad in demon hunter garb, a sign that they had spared nothing in forming this hunting party.

A sneer twisted Frost’s lips as he spoke. “This time, I won’t waste time trading insults with you. The truth is, this time, even I have pity for you. After an attack of this magnitude on Skycloud, I wouldn’t wish your death on the lowest mongrel.”

Cloudhawk snorted in contempt. “I’d rather be a mongrel than someone’s boot-licking mutt!”

“Still so recalcitrant...” Frost spoke to him as though trying to be helpful. “This time, your foul deeds don’t just affect you. You’ve dragged down every friend you’ve had in Skycloud. They vouched for you, trusted you. How will they react now, knowing the truth? Their futures are shattered. No one will take them, even their own families. And you are the cause. None of your friends will suffer your treachery any longer.”

Cloudhawk’s face was dark. “Are you done?”

He was not. Frost continued, “You can’t escape. Even if you leave Skycloud, remember that you are a criminal in the eyes of the wastelands as well. A public enemy, everywhere you go. You will be shunned and cast away from every hole you try to crawl into. The world is vast, but there is no inch of it where Cloudhawk is welcome.”

“You’ve gotten better at your shit-talking,” Cloudhawk admitted. He narrowed his eyes at the man. “This time, you’re really starting to piss me off.”

“Then, do something about it.” Frost tightened his grip on the spear. He stood ready to act. “I heard that the Crimson One presented you with Castigation before his death. Tales speak of its destructive power. Come, let me see for myself how mighty it really is.”

“Just you?” Throbbing veins had crept into Cloudhawk’s eyes. He reached back and pulled Ardent Wrath from its sheath, launching himself at Frost in the same motion. He and his broken sword came crashing down towards the newly ascended General like an avalanche. “You aren’t worthy!”

As Ardent Wrath streaked through the air, a burst of power emerged.

His experiments in the Temple had cultivated Cloudhawk’s mental energies considerably. His attack, empowered by what he’d gained from the sea of psychic power, was stronger than he dared to imagine.

In defeating Wyrmsole, Frost proved the depths of his abilities. Besides Selene, it was widely accepted that there was no one else of his generation who could stand against him. And yet, as Cloudhawk came tearing towards him, Frost had the sobering realization that he couldn’t merely shrug it off.

He quickly eyed the sword, looking past the fires at where the broken blade ended. Wrapping both hands on the shaft of Frozen Dirge, he stabbed it out like a lashing dragon. It struck steel, and steam instantly billowed forth as ice and fire warred.

Everyone saw it clearly. Frozen Dirge bent under the strain.

“Fuck off and die!” Cloudhawk roared in his face.

A scorching blast of fire blackened the ground around them. The earth was split, leaving a trench that stretched several meters in front of the sword. Frost reeled backwards three hundred meters. His resplendent armor was cracked. Frozen Dirge had spun off in the opposite direction. His helmet rolled back towards the other demon hunters. Frost’s flowing locks were burned black and curled inward.

“How?!” Absolute shock was obvious on everyone’s faces. This wasn’t some nameless grunt Cloudhawk had blown away. It was Frost de Winter, who was famous for his capabilities!

Frost had even killed Wyrmsole, and yet, he unexpectedly lost to a single strike from Cloudhawk. It was unthinkable, but they’d all watched it happen right in front of them.

What sort of hellish attack was that? They couldn’t let him survive and lose them in the wastelands! If they did, who could stop him? What prevented him from becoming the next Crimson One?

Cloudhawk eyes were bloodshot, and his hair was tousled. The wild and sour expression on his face harkened back to what now felt like ages ago, when he first clawed his way out of the ruins as a scavenger. Back in those days he fought and acted like a cornered beast, and that was when he was at his most dangerous.

“Everyone, together!” Of the demon hunters Frost had brought, three of them were considered veteran level. The remainder was talented and capable. Under Frost’s leadership, this squad could overcome a demon, so they did not fear a mere heathen like Cloudhawk.

“Hold!” Frost called out to them. Cloudhawk acted on instinct and raced off into the distance as they were distracted.

Anger showed on the face of one of the veteran demon hunters. “Why did you stop us?”

Frost was back on his feet and watched Cloudhawk running towards the horizon. “He’s too strong, and his hysteria makes him stronger. Even if you fought and won, many of you would die. I was not lying when I said there was nowhere for him to run. Putting your lives in harm’s way is pointless.”

They understood when they had a moment to calm down. There was nowhere for Cloudhawk to go.

Several mighty organizations were after Cloudhawk now. The Court of Shadows, the League of Demon hunters, the Templars, and others. A mission of this scale and importance was unprecedented. Since there was no immediate threat to the city, many of Skycloud’s strongest and finest would be dispatched. This included old heroes and dangerous veterans from the older generation.

Cloudhawk was fierce. It was admirable. But, he was obviously wounded. Even with his teleportation abilities, how far could he run? A demon hunter’s mental prowess was limited. He couldn’t run forever.

When word of Cloudhawk’s deeds spread, it was met with shock and anger. This rising star, former Warden of the Talons of God, Adder’s killer, the one who brought the Crimson One to justice and saved the expeditionary fleet from destruction – in a blink, he was the most wanted man in the world.

Such a roller coaster of ups and downs had everyone’s head spinning.
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Was he at the end of his rope? Not necessarily, but Cloudhawk did have regrets.

His old commander inspired Cloudhawk to fight through it. If the rules of a place were unacceptable, then change the place and change the rules!

He joined the army, was given command of the Talons, and earned a name in Skycloud step-by-step. He may not have liked all the troublesome parts of earning rights and titles, but he couldn’t deny the benefits. He used to fantasize that if he were in the same position as men like Skye or Arcturus, he really could do anything he wanted. At last, he would have the unrestricted life he always dreamed of.

Now, he recognized how foolish that was. Power was tempting, but it wasn’t for everyone.

How arrogant had Skye Polaris been? In the end, he still had to bow to the pressures of his family’s honor, and it killed him. Even a man as powerful and influential as he couldn’t live the life he wanted without responsibility to others. And if he couldn’t, what hope did Cloudhawk have?

The good news was that there were many ways to get around in the world. If one road was blocked, then change directions until you found a suitable path. Cloudhawk wasn’t burdened by change, but there was one thing that weighed heavily on him. Would the mess he left mean trouble for Selene, for Dawn, for Hammont and the others?

Selene was a faithful, loyal warrior. The Temple was her one way to fight against Arcturus’s tyranny. If the Temple ordered her to raise her sword against Cloudhawk, would she do it? Would she have a choice?

The only remaining affection Cloudhawk had for the Elysians lands lay in the friends he was leaving behind. What else was there for him? To avoid causing those he cared for more pain and trouble, the right move was to get as far away as possible.

He denied Frost’s dark words. The wastelands were endless, and Cloudhawk had the ability to do and go whatever he pleased! Would finding a place to settle down really be so hard? If he found some small corner and hid his identity, who would come looking for him? Of course, his priority, for the time being, had to be getting away from this place.

Cloudhawk was on his own once again. He turned his head towards the bitter winds and pressed on.

He reached into himself to teleport away, but a blinding pain answered. It felt like someone was shoving broken glass into his brain. Trying to summon even a little mental power resulted in agony.

The Cloud God’s attack had left its mark. The fight with Frost made it worse.

His mental abilities were critically limited. If he tried to stretch them beyond a fraction of his capabilities, the pain returned. He could stomach it if he had to, but it interfered with the more complex attempts like trying to teleport. When trying it, even the slightest interference caused the phase to fail.

A sound piqued his attention. It sounded like whistling from overhead. At first, he thought it was the wind, but when Cloudhawk lifted his head, he saw countless black dots coming his way. They whistled and fluttered like a swarm of locusts, but a swarm like that didn’t come from the clouds. It was a rain of arrows!

Cloudhawk’s pupils tightened to small black dots. As adrenaline pumped through him, the arrows seemed to slow, and he was able to see their trajectories. He raced forward, darting between them as the arrows fell. He managed to avoid them until-

Boom! A loud explosion caused the air to tremble.

An Elysian warship broke through the clouds overhead. Cloudhawk broke out in a cold sweat as he felt the danger wash over him. He threw himself to one side. An instant later, blasts of energy smashed into the ground where he’d been standing. They followed as he ran forward wildly, leaving craters in his wake.

The shadow of hundreds of soldiers dotted the landscape as they disembarked.

Despite suddenly finding himself cornered, Cloudhawk was unfazed. He disappeared from view, and then suddenly, the battlefield was a nightmare of flashing silver and sprays of blood. Elysian armor might as well have been made from paper the way these streaks of silver cut them apart. Pieces of these poor men were flung in all directions, marking a bleeding trail of death and destruction.

Kill! I have to kill! Anyone in my way!

Cloudhawk carved a path for himself through the bodies of his former charges. Yet, his invisibility cloak was rendered useless when a squad of senior demon hunters appeared on the scene.

The sound of relics buzzing filled his ears, coming from all around. Cloudhawk searched for a way out.

“Cloudhawk!”

“You can’t escape!”

He gritted his teeth and blinked forward, succeeding in creating some distance but quickly exhausting his strength. He couldn’t stop to catch his breath. Although he’d left many behind, his stronger pursuers were quickly catching up.

In the lead was a contingent of Templar soldiers. Out of the corner of his left eye, he saw demon hunters closing the distance. A glance to his right and he saw a group of officers coming his way.

The sky was overcast. Strong winds blew as he stood on the edge of a cliff. Cloudhawk was soaked in blood, and it pooled around him as he swung from one direction towards another. There was nowhere to go. Three groups of soldiers thirsty for blood would be on him in moments.

Grand Prior Phain approached, his eyes dark and dangerous despite his indifferent expression. “Don’t waste your energy. You can’t escape. Come back to the Temple with us immediately.”

Cloudhawk was out of breath. “You think you can fool me with this shit?”

“The first moment I saw you, I didn’t think you’d amount to much.” Before Phain could reply, a young man with a shock of red hair stepped forward. “But here we are, much to my surprise.”

He was a robust and well-built man with a genial face. There was something warm and inviting about his presence that made everyone immediately like him. Cloudhawk thought he looked familiar, and after a few moments, he remembered where they’d met. Blaze!

This was the man he’d met with Dawn when they went to the collection convention.

Cloudhawk remembered him as a low-key, friendly guy with decent talent. Of the many notable youths in Skycloud, he was the quietest. After Baldur’s fall, Blaze had come to take over the League of Demon Hunters and was constantly busy with its upkeep. When did he have any time to make his presence known?

Because of this, few knew precisely how capable this young man really was. However, if they sent him out for this important task, he certainly wasn’t someone to discount.

Cloudhawk coughed, spitting up some blood. “So, they sent the head of the League after me, eh? How much money have they put on my head?”

“I’m not here because of the mission,” Blaze said. “I’m here for my little sister. Belinda. I think you knew her.”

She was one of the demon hunters assigned to Claudia’s squad. They’d had to leave her body in the mausoleum under Woodland Vale after everything that had happened.

Cloudhawk frowned. “In a mission, casualties are inevitable. You’re part of the League. You know that as well as I do. You shouldn’t be like everyone else and pin her death on me.”

Everyone else deferred to one person in particular, a ruddy-faced old general who stood nearby. It was none other than Cosmo Thane, commander of the Retribution Battalion. He had come with several lesser officers as part of the mission with the League of Demon Hunters and Templars. His intent was to make sure Cloudhawk didn’t get away.

“No no no.” There was no hate in Blaze’s eyes, only calm. “I just wanted to find out for myself the character of the man who accompanied my sister in her final moments. Better to die a dignified death at my hands than be executed in disgrace. Don’t you think?”

“I don’t have time for this shit,” Cloudhawk muttered.

Blaze obliged. He stepped forward, and as he did, the air warped from a sudden and intense heat. Sparks rose off of him followed quickly by tongues of fire. Flames swallowed him up as though they had a life of their own, visibly forming into something like the texture of flesh and bone.

Intense heat billowed off the man. Everyone backed away from it.

Blaze was already a large man, but as the fires coalesced around him, he suddenly became a giant five meters tall. Every inch of his body looked to be made of condensed, living fire. Not an ounce of the energy he summoned was outside of his precise control. Every muscle in his body surged with power.

His transformation was met with shocked stares, and they raised their hands against the increasing heat.

All these years, this unassuming man had been cultivating his strength. Only, he had done it quietly and without anyone noticing. His awe-inspiring presence wasn’t just for looks either. The heat wafting off of him felt hot enough to evaporate steel! He was like an engine, one that used his fiery powers to turn his body into a killing machine.

Mocking jeers were aimed towards Cloudhawk. He’d been driven into a corner and was helpless.

Templars reached for their swords, but Phain motioned for them to stop. He saw that Cloudhawk was nearly exhausted, and his body was in a bad way. He was no match for Blaze. Why go through the trouble? Besides, Phain would rather bring back a corpse instead of a prisoner.

If they brought him back alive, it would only lead to more trouble. His personal relationship with Selene and Dawn was a problem. Both women would do something stupid in his defense if given the chance.

Dawn had at one time been Phain’s disciple. Selene was the hope of the Temple. As far as Phain was concerned, this outsider had no place among them. All he did was cause trouble, so he was better dealt with now.

“I will begin.” The fiery giant warned his prey. Then, he bellowed a war cry.

Blaze’s flesh split in several places, and from within, terrible spouts of fire erupted. They were pyres of intense energy that spread all across his body, turning him into a spear of flame as he flung himself at Cloudhawk with a bang.

So fast!

Cloudhawk barely had time to lift his sword before Blaze’s fist smashed into Ardent Wrath. The wide blade deflected the brunt of the force, but a red-hot mark where the punch had landed seethed against the steel. That angry red spread through the metal until the entire weapon sizzled. The sound of Cloudhawk’s skin burning could be heard.

In the space of a few seconds, his broken weapon was as hot as molten iron.

Another roar erupted from the fire giant’s mouth. He levied another punch at Cloudhawk and his weapon, more powerful than the last. He pummeled the sword with his fist as though he were trying to break through it to Cloudhawk.

The League demon hunters who accompanied their leader exclaimed with excitement. Their amicable leader rarely raised his hand against anyone, but now, they saw that he was much more powerful than they expected. Unlike the other notable talents of their time, he was strong but called no attention to himself.

Cloudhawk’s defeat was certain! How could this wastelander stand against such a man?!

Cloudhawk kept his grip on Ardent Wrath, which was red-hot from end to end. The ground beneath his feet was cracking from the impacts, which spread out to the lip of the cliff and threatened to collapse it. He was completely suppressed by Blaze’s flurry of attacks and had nowhere to go.

“You think this is enough to stop me?!” Cloudhawk’s thoughts became muddled. The residual damage from his encounter with the god remained, so he was finding it difficult to follow Blaze’s speed. Sooner or later, the big man was going to land a hit, and that was dangerous. But from deep inside of Cloudhawk, there arose a sense of absolute defiance. He refused to lose, and that refusal allowed him to draw on the sea of potential locked within him. It instilled Cloudhawk with a burst of incredible strength. “Get the fuck off!”

Flames danced in the depths of Cloudhawk’s eyes, dual scarlet fires that drew one in.

They appeared in Blaze’s eyes at the same time. Onlookers heard the flaming giant grunt with strain and watched as his whole body started to split apart.

With a glance, Cloudhawk had foiled Blaze’s overwhelming assault.

A streak of angry fire followed as Ardent Wrath cleaved into the giant’s body. It cut through flesh and fire, down into the depths of the beast where Blaze was hidden. The leader of the League took what was left of Ardent Wrath’s bite and was gravely wounded for it. His fight was done.

The demon hunters gaped at the scene. Their idol had collapsed after one blow!

Cloudhawk’s black hair danced in the fiery winds. He thrust the burning length of his weapon into the ground and glared at them with an aura so imposing that, for a moment, no one could breathe.

“Next!”


98 / Farewells


Cloudhawk had knocked Blaze away with a single blow from his sword. Cosmo Thane pulled his sword free with an ominous sound of ringing metal.

The veteran officer knelt down and then pushed himself into the air with his powerful legs. Craters appeared below where his feet had been, and he vanished from view. Cloudhawk looked up to see him, overhead and dropping fast. It was obvious by his moves and power that Cosmo was a capable martial artist, and his muscles swelled with true power to the point where his armor was creaking. All of that power was gathered into his arms.

His sword screamed towards Cloudhawk in a deadly arc – Avalanche Strike!

Cloudhawk raised Ardent Wrath in defense.

What was the strength of a veteran Elysian General? Just as Aegir Polaris displayed in the Blisterpeaks, they were stronger than an average demon hunter. Blow for blow, he probably could deal as much damage as Selene.

CRACK! As their swords met, the entire precipice beneath Cloudhawk’s feet split! Cosmo’s strike had caused a real avalanche!

Cloudhawk felt his joints pop and his bones creak. While he was also using true strength to defend himself, it was like a child trying to protect himself from an abusive father. All he managed to accomplish was to spread Cosmo’s power down through the mountain and cause the rock to split.

Cosmo reared back and swung against in a horizontal arc – Crescent Cleave!

Cloudhawk could feel the power coming his way, and it was more than he could handle. His sword was knocked out of his hand and went tumbling across the ground.

The General followed up with a third maneuver, so fluid that it seemed natural. It was a thrust directed right at Cloudhawk’s heart, as quick as lightning and ten times deadlier. Cloudhawk had no way to protect himself against Cosmo’s Piercing Star attack!

His status and station were clearly deserved. His skills were refined, and his strength was impressive. Of all of Skycloud’s martial artists, he was certainly in the top ten.

But would Cloudhawk admit defeat? Never!

As Cosmo thrust his blade forward for the killing blow, Cloudhawk lifted his hand. From within his palm flashed a silver light, which caught Cosmo by surprise. How could this young fiend summon a relic’s power with just his body? He wasn’t sure how, but he recognized the power as the Polaris family’s Silver Serpents.

Ardent Wrath was at his feet in the dirt. The Silver Serpents were dexterous but relatively weak. Cosmo was confident Cloudhawk could not deflect the attack.

Yet, what followed was something no one expected. Cloudhawk’s right palm released two streaks of silver. As they stretched out, the lights intertwined to form a stronger, thicker beam.

“Silver Dragon, break him!”

His Silver Serpents were combined into one. One beam of glimmering light flashed through the air between them like a thunderbolt. Filled with Cloudhawk’s will and strengthened by the sea of mental energy, it struck with incredible force. Cosmo felt it ram into his weapon like an extension of the man’s rage. It slammed him with a power that overpowered his forward momentum and forced him back.

Cosmo’s sword broke apart inch-by-inch until only the hilt remained. The blowback ripped through his body and dealt damage to his tendons and muscles.

Cloudhawk defeated his second challenger, again with just one move!

Cosmo was a senior general, a man with the credibility to stand as a member of the Temple council. He was a lauded veteran of the older generation, yet he still was unable to gain victory over this greenhorn.

One might imagine what was going through his mind at this point. His soldiers of the Retribution Battalion could only stare in open shock.

It was a brief encounter, but the stone around them was cracked, and boulders had been sent tumbling down the mountain. Cloudhawk was looking for an escape, but before he could find one, another surge of lethal intent caught his attention.

His eyes searched for the source.

He found it among the Templars with their light armor and imposing stances. A number of them had stepped forward to join the fight. With a singular focus, they drew their weapons and charged through the broken stone to strike at Cloudhawk in perfect unison.

The streak of silver split into two, from one silver dragon to identical silver serpents once again.

His attackers danced among the broken landscape, evading his counterattack. As they came at him, suspended in air, Cloudhawk was left with no choice but to rely on his last resort.

Tendrils of ominous green fire leaked from his pores and danced around him.

Castigation Fire was too deadly for the Templars, and they were forced to retreat or be consumed by the evil fire. Nearby, Phain could no longer stay silent. He drew his sword.

The light of his sword bloomed, the essence of its sharp bite given form! The streak of light split sky and stone! So incredible was Phain’s draw technique that even the light from his sword could kill a man thirty meters away.

Cloudhawk retracted the streaks of light and stooped down to pick up Ardent Wrath. He arose just in time to bring the weapon up and cut through the streak of energy. While he was distracted, Phain darted forward with incredible speed, seeming to reappear in several locations at once. Once again, the deadly light emerged from his sword, but this time from several directions.

Phain’s attacks came screaming towards him with a vengeance. The Grand Prior was too fast.

Castigation fire was wrapped all over Cloudhawk’s body. One of the blows caught him across the shoulder and cut through the flame. It was too fast to take anything with it, but it did leave a nasty wound behind.

Phain attacked again.

The sea of power inside him boiled, and though the effort caused him considerable mental pain, the Castigation Fire around him grew in strength. The fires detonated, spreading outward. As Phain’s sword came in contact, the devouring fire blew it apart.

Wide eyes, filled with fear and surprise, watched from the sidelines. Blaze and Cosmo were one thing, but even the Grand Prior of the Temple couldn’t put this mongrel down?!

Was this criminal a man or some sort of monster?

Before the fight even started, Cloudhawk was already like a spent bullet. Still, he had managed to gain an advantage over three formidable adversaries, and with Phain’s sword destroyed, he seemed certain to escape with his life.

Phain’s face was a thunderhead of fury. He was not upset that his weapon was destroyed. He simply couldn’t understand how the injured, exhausted Cloudhawk could handily overcome three of Skycloud’s elite.

As far as he knew, Cloudhawk didn’t have a legendary relic like the Holy Vestments to support him. Were his mental powers endless? It defied logic!

It didn’t matter, nor was it important right now. Two Templars threw their rapiers towards the Grand Prior, and he easily plucked them from the air. He dashed over the broken rocks like a bullet, using both weapons to hack at Cloudhawk in a pincer strike.

How long could this outlaw resist?

Cloudhawk was still recovering after knocking away the first series of blows. Immediately, there were a dozen more for him to contend with. He managed to throw himself from the path of the deadliest few, but he still felt the swords bite into his chest, abdomen, and thigh. While Phain’s strength couldn’t compare to the likes of Cosmo, his speed was otherworldly. Even Cloudhawk couldn’t match it.

Surviving even one onslaught from Phain was already difficult. There weren’t many in Skycloud who could boast the same.

Cloudhawk continued to draw on everything the sea of mental energy could provide. But as the battle continued, the pain and consequences of his mental injuries increased in severity. His vision blurred, his thoughts became sluggish, and his reaction time suffered as he continued to lose ground.

Were it not for inhuman levels of willpower, he would have already passed out from the pain.

Phain was a battle-hardened warrior, so he recognized it immediately when his enemy left an opening. A quick thrust was delivered at the spot between Cloudhawk’s eyes. It was evident he had no intention of letting Cloudhawk live. Rather than allow him to cause more trouble for his realm and his people, it was better to end his pitiful life here.

Suddenly, a blast of dazzling light fired at the Grand Prior. He was forced to throw himself to the side in order to avoid it. From above, a peerless sword of deadly power came crashing down. Phain blanched, for his swords were like toys against this epic-level weapon.

CRACK! Phain’s rapier snapped like toothpicks.

A white-clad figure swept by, clear for all to see. It was the Temple’s Apostle, Selene Cloude. She gripped a handful of Cloudhawk’s clothes and was dragging him to safety.

Phain watched wide-eyed. She was mad! The woman was absolutely mad!

Cloudhawk was just as shocked to find Selene here saving his life. Didn’t she know openly protecting him like this would certainly come back to haunt her?

“Do you know what you just did?!” Cloudhawk struggled to free himself from her grip to no avail. “Mind your own fucking business and get out of here!”

Selene’s beautiful face was as stubborn and as insistent as ever. Nothing in the world could make her change her mind when it was made up. No matter what Cloudhawk said, she was deaf to it. She dragged him out of harm’s way with her Holy Vestments glowing. The power within bolstered her speed and soon, they took off into the air.

Phain couldn’t fly. There was no way he’d catch up to them. He could only watch as Selene and Cloudhawk vanished into the horizon. She’d saved Cloudhawk, from right under his nose, and then rose and soared away. The demon hunters and Templars pulled their long-distance weapons free and took aim, but Phain raised a hand to stop them.

The Temple’s losses were already too great. They couldn’t afford to shoot down Selene, or the Temple would be in danger of being crushed under Arcturus’s boot. Another method would need to be thought up for how to deal with Selene’s betrayal.

Besides, it wasn’t going to be so easy for Cloudhawk to escape. The Temple had issued its highest proclamation for his arrest.

From below, a thunderous crash arose. The avalanche Cosmo had caused had finally reached the bottom.

Cloudhawk’s clash with the three warriors had lasted mere seconds. They stood around and looked at the aftermath.

Selene flew through the air like a fairy from the lands of myth. Strands of silken black hair flowed around her like a waterfall. Eyes peered into the distance with majestic determination. Her bearing – flawless and heroic, sorrowful and strong – was heartbreaking to behold.

The two flew over mountain peaks and boulder-strewn valleys. Eventually, they reached the edge of the Elysian lands.

Cloudhawk once again tried to question the obstinate woman, “Why did you do that?”

“How could I just stand by and watch?” She gradually began to slow. “All those years ago, you came here on my suggestion. I have an obligation to make sure you leave in safety.”

The two of them shared a quiet look. Selene’s beautiful eyes glimmered like stars, like the eyes of a newlywed woman. She did all of this and gave her reasons in perfect calm, without pain or hesitation.

It wasn’t a difficult choice for her. She had to do it.

“I’ll hold them off,” she said quietly as they reached the ground. “Don’t waste any more time. Run.”

Cloudhawk’s mood felt like the tide. There was a need to give in to his impulse, and he grabbed tightly to her hand. “Come with me.”

“Idiot, I can’t go with you.” She shot him a charming smile and continued gently, “I have a destiny I still need to fulfill. I can’t leave yet. But remember this: I don’t know what happened back there. You’re still you – and the most important person to me.”

Warmth spread through Cloudhawk’s chest. “Even if the whole world turns on me, those words are all I need.”

Cloudhawk and Selene looked at one another for a few seconds, neither speaking a word. It was just an instant, but it stretched for what felt like an eternity. Both of them knew what this meant.

The bitter realization that all things must end turned Cloudhawk’s mouth into a frown. He heaved a sigh, eyes briefly closing in exhaustion. “I’m going.”

Suddenly, he felt something soft and slightly cold against his lips. A heady fragrance filled his nostrils and made him dizzy. By the time Cloudhawk recovered, Selene had already pulled away from the kiss. He felt the hot tears she left on his cheeks slowly start to dry.

“No matter where you end up, please remember me. I’ll wait for your return.”

The telltale hum of a nearby relic itched at the back of Cloudhawk’s mind. He knew their pursuers were closing in. He took one final look at Selene’s back before teleporting away with great difficulty.

The Apostle of the Temple tightened her grip on her crossblade and began walking forward. “Come out!”

A figure shimmered into existence, appearing from nothing. He stood a few meters from Selene, cloaked in a suffocating aura of death and malice.

Skycloud’s ultimate assassin, an avatar of death. Any living thing this man chose to kill died without exception, for he was the patriarch of the Umbra family and lord of the Court of Shadows: Janus, the Many-Faced!


99 / Arcturus Acts


Four years ago, Cloudhawk was desperate to get to the Elysian lands. Now, he was desperate to leave.

Ever since he cast off his destiny as a scavenger, his road had been a bumpy one. Although it seemed his life was doomed to an eternity of wandering from place to place, he didn’t regret any of his decisions. He set out into the world at large, and though he didn’t get what he was after, he got a lot more than he ever thought possible.

Cloudhawk’s land of peace and quiet was nowhere to be found, but he was leaving behind many friends and happy experiences. His fingers rose to touch the skin of his cheek where Selene’s tears had dried. They’d disappeared long ago but weren’t gone. He still felt them in his soul. It was a memory he would carry with him for the rest of his life.

It was a feeling he’d never felt before. Subtle and beautiful. It was the most perfect thing he’d experienced in the four years since leaving the ruins.

Such was life, sometimes. We didn’t always get what we were after, but it was important never to give up. Forge ahead because what you discover along the way may surprise you. There was always the chance a beautiful garden was waiting just around the next corner.

Cloudhawk crossed the border into the wastelands. He turned to look back, over the ridges towards the place he once thought to be his salvation.

Selene, don’t worry. I will be back. You hold on until I do.

Cloudhawk was wounded and drained, but his eyes still burned with fervent light. He didn’t know where he was going or what his next step was, but it didn’t matter. He could go anywhere, and the certainty he knew in his heart would be his lighthouse so that he would never be lost.

So, where to? Sandbar Station? The old drunk, Gabriel, Barb, Blue… that’s probably where he’d find them.

He wanted to see them again and explain what happened, but when he thought about it, he nixed the idea. He had all manner of nasty folk just waiting to pounce on him. If anyone found out that group was important to him, he wasn’t sure what evils they’d encounter. The last thing he wanted was to cause his friends any more trouble, so he would go without his farewells. If they ran into Selene, Dawn, or Hammy, they would find out what happened.

Motherfucker… my head…

Cloudhawk found it harder to focus. Each step made him dizzier, and he was starting to see double. He’d accomplished something incredible in trying to escape; he’d beaten first Frost de Winter, then Blaze, Cosmo, and finally, the Grand Prior. Mighty was definitely one way to describe it.

But, it was just Cloudhawk trying to stay alive.

He used a huge amount of energy just to escape the Temple after his encounter with the Cloud God. The wounds he’d received from the deity were still fresh, and none of those he was forced to fight were typical soldiers. At his previous strength, Cloudhawk couldn’t have survived. He only made it out thanks to the sea of mental energy he’d absorbed from the phase stone.

Before assimilating the stone, the Demon King’s mental powers had been sealed in his relic. He’d only been able to reach into it to empower himself once a day. Now that it was a part of him, it was easier to access.

The phase stone was gone, having transformed into a new part of himself that he could draw on an unlimited number of times for support.

Presumably, he could just keep using the mental sea to strengthen his abilities, going from mentally drained to back in the fight without missing a beat. The drawback was that the energy wasn’t “his”, so there was the possibility it would be rejected as foreign by his body.

Each time he relied on the sea, there were side effects.

Cloudhawk’s mind was reeling from the god’s psychic attack, so drawing on the sea was piling one disaster on top of another. Every step was getting more difficult. It was will alone that kept him moving forward. He couldn’t afford to stop, couldn’t rest because he knew the moment he let his will slip, he wouldn’t be getting it back. If he fell, he wasn’t getting back up quickly, maybe never again.

“You there! Stop in the name of the Border Patrol!”

A group of patrol soldiers stepped in front of him.

Cloudhawk immediately felt his heart sink. Border Patrol. When the realm’s wall was destroyed, they lost their monument that kept wastelanders at bay. As expected, many wastelander groups big and small saw it as their opportunity to break in and plunder border villages. In response, Skycloud ordered border patrols to be strengthened and better manned. Now, they were everywhere.

Several dozen men sitting astride unicorns had their crossbows leveled at Cloudhawk.

At least for the moment, none of them recognized the fugitive. Perhaps the order for his arrest hadn’t reached them yet. However, his sudden appearance and the state of his wounds caused them to be suspicious. Answers were needed.

Cloudhawk couldn’t let himself be foiled by a bunch of grunts. He needed to get past!

“This one’s suspicious. Shoot him down. Don’t let him escape!”

Pulling forth their swords and bows, they moved in, charging at Cloudhawk atop their mounts. Surrounded and threatened by a hail of arrows, Cloudhawk felt another surge of anger rise up within him. But, he was spent. Did he have the strength to protect himself?

“Get the fuck out of here if you want to live!”

Streaks of silver split the crossbow bolts that got close. With ringing sounds and a shower of sparks, they tumbled to the ground. Several rangers came at him with whips, but their unicorns whined piteously as their legs were cut out from under them, sending horse and rider sprawling.

“He’s a demon hunter!”

Surprise ran through the patrol. However, an Elysian soldier wouldn’t let a suspicious person leave even if they knew they were a demon hunter. Injured as he was, they were confident in their chances of dealing with him.

Their captain hollered, “Cut him off!”

No sooner did the words leave his mouth than he reacted. The silver lights retracted back into his palms, replaced with a bow. In one smooth motion, he pulled back and released. The captain and his unicorn were turned to stone and broke apart on the spot.

Their amazement was short-lived and quickly replaced with fury. They rushed at Cloudhawk with deadly intent. They would not be dissuaded.

Cloudhawk obliged with another few shots from Basilisk.

One after another, a handful of soldiers were turned to stone and slain. By the time they crossed the distance to get to him, half their number was already dead. They unlatched the lances affixed to the sides of their mounts and charged at him. Cloudhawk grabbed at one with his bare hands, causing the ground to dig into him but also lifting its bearer out of his saddle. He heaved, throwing the soldier into two more rangers nearby.

Cloudhawk flung the lance aside and drew Ardent Wrath, hacking it at his foes. The nearest ranger was burned to ash. The others stared in horror.

This fiend was unscrupulous in killing Elysians. If he wasn’t some escaped prisoner, then he was a traitor. But if that were the case, what was he doing with these relics? Judging by the quality of them, he wasn’t just some random demon hunter!

Two more rangers bearing lances dashed his way.

Cloudhawk caught one under the pit of his arm. With his right hand, he carved his sword through the air and turned them both into corpses.

What rangers were left began to reconsider the situation. It seemed clear that even with a team of people, they didn’t have the strength to take this man down. Elysian soldiers weren’t afraid of death, but they weren’t suicidal either. They called out and signaled to fall back. They would return with reinforcements.

Cloudhawk watched them retreat while gulping for air like a fish out of water. Blood poured from his chest, but the wounds looked worse than they were. What troubled him most was that in a minute, this place would be crawling with demon hunters using seeker relics to hunt him down.

He couldn’t stay here. He had to keep moving. Cloudhawk shook his head to fight off the dizziness and pushed on.

But then, a dark and ominous sensation fell over him.

At some point, unnoticed by Cloudhawk, the day had changed. Sinister clouds had gathered overhead, and he could faintly hear thunder roiling in their depths. It felt like the heavens were about to collapse on top of him.

As though responding to his fears, several thin forks of lightning started to reach out from the clouds. They gathered into a tumultuous orb of lightning that swelled even as Cloudhawk stared with wide eyes.

Any idiot could tell right away that this was not natural.

In an instant, Cloudhawk felt his heart beating against his ribcage. A crushing sense of danger bore down on him from above. Gritting his teeth against the increasing damage he was doing to himself, he teleported a hundred meters away.

A ray of electric blue light shot forth, a streak of searing light.

Like a lance, it pierced the ground and poured all of its energy through the stone and dirt. The ground lifted like an inflating balloon as an unthinkable quantity of energy was pumped through it. It then collapsed, leaving behind an enormous crater. Cloudhawk had escaped the area of destruction half a breath before.

Overhead, the thunder orb began to move. Where Cloudhawk went, it followed. As it traversed the stormy skies it continued to gather lightning from the clouds while firing bolts at the ground below. Each blast was faster than the eye could follow and left blackened craters behind.

Incredible! The power behind these blasts was the stuff of nightmares! They were coming faster. Only Cloudhawk’s supernatural danger sense kept him from being simultaneously fried and blasted into chunks.

He raced forward, knowing there was more to come. He glanced up and saw that the orb was several times bigger than before, and forks of lightning were reaching out like a jittering electric net. Cloudhawk’s pale face was lit by the increasing light of several more orbs being formed.

It was like witnessing the end of the world.

All the orbs moved in unison. Electricity radiated off of them, and bolts fell like rain. The landscape became peppered with craters like it’d been subjected to a meteor shower. Meanwhile, Cloudhawk blinked in erratic patterns to keep himself out of their path.

As terrifying as this lightning was, it was the man behind it that Cloudhawk feared most. Few were the demon hunters in Skycloud who were adept at the use of lightning. Chief amongst them was Arcturus Cloude.

What’s more, Cloudhawk wasn’t feeling the hum of a relic. Even Oddball couldn’t see what the source of this attack was. He had to be hundreds of meters away.

All through the ages, there were only a few demon hunters who could kill their foes from such a distance. Such vehement and powerful attacks could only be from that one man Cloudhawk feared more than anyone else he’d encountered.

Arcturus Cloude was coming after him personally?

Son of a BITCH!

Four of the thunder orbs stopped throwing lightning bolts and began to descend. They arranged themselves in the four directions around Cloudhawk and then linked with each other with bars of lightning to form a cage.

Cloudhawk spun around. There was nowhere to go. He tried to teleport but crashed into the electric barrier, which blasted him back into the dirt. Smoke curled into the air, rising off his blackened flesh.


100 / A Warrior's Honor


The world of lightning Cloudhawk was trapped in pulsed with incredible power. It was easily strong enough to overcome his phase abilities.

If he couldn’t phase, then he couldn’t teleport. The basis of the power was the same, relying on phasing through reality to overcome obstacles.

Arcturus was too powerful. And he wasn’t even here.

He had Cloudhawk completely locked down from who knows how far away? This left the young man with no way to fight back, much less escape. How much mental energy was required to achieve a feat like this?

No wonder he was considered the greatest of the Master Demon Hunters! Arcturus was far more terrifying than the Crimson One ever was!

He needed to get out of here.

Arcturus didn’t give him an opportunity. While Cloudhawk was still planning his escape, the orbs started to move in closer. His electric prison was quickly shrinking, and a storm of lightning was brewing all around him. A scorching electric current fell over him, strong enough to char an elephant.

Despite Cloudhawk’s sturdy constitution, it was quickly becoming more than he could stand.

Threads of electricity, as thin as spider silk, weaved together to form shackles. Hundreds of volts of electricity were forced through him as they wrapped around his wrists and ankles. Immobilized, the electric cage rose with him inside and started to head back in the direction of Skycloud.

This fuck is gonna bring me back like this?! The indignity!

It didn’t matter if his foe was a Master Demon Hunter, Cloudhawk couldn’t allow such a disgrace. He struggled valiantly against the bonds, which only made the burning current worse. If he kept it up, the only thing that Arcturus would find when the cage returned would be a charred corpse.

“Castigation!”

The foreboding green light emerged at his call. It blanketed Cloudhawk’s flesh and turned him into a burning effigy. His shackles burned and eventually broke apart.

Castigation fire was effective. With its addition, Cloudhawk’s power was greatly increased.

The fires spread and began bombarding his electric prison. Its edges bulged outward until they burst, causing an explosion of green and white in the sky. Bolts of lightning spread out in all directions with tongues of flame dancing among them like some kind of terrible fireworks display. It was so bright that the scene was visible in broad daylight for kilometers all around.

Cloudhawk hit the ground with a thud and a grunt. Fuck that guy for thinking he could grab me that easy.

He couldn’t truly teleport. The phase ability he relied on was blocked. If he wanted to get free, he’d have to rely on his own two legs. The first order of business was to get out of range of Arcturus. Otherwise, he was screwed.

Then, he felt it. A relic! Cloudhawk’s head snapped around to look.

A man in gray robes appeared, as calm as a lake surface. White had begun to creep into his sideburns, which lent to his scholarly appearance. The kind look in his eyes was a deception, of course, as was the peaceful smile. At a glance, one could be forgiven for thinking Arcturus was anything but a kindly academic. No one would imagine he was one of the strongest and most terrible demon hunters in history.

When the hell did he get here?

Cloudhawk raised his weapon and attacked!

Arcturus merely shook his head. Stretching forth his forefinger, a beam of lightning darted out. Ardent Wrath went flying from Cloudhawk’s grip, and he went tumbling ten meters back. Bones crunched as he slammed into a boulder. Lightning danced across him, too small to be seen by the naked eye, but it felt like a million tiny needles digging into his flesh. Cloudhawk jerked and twitched as his nervous system fought the urge to shut down.

He tenaciously clawed back onto his feet and looked for his weapon.

Arcturus pointed again, and Cloudhawk was blasted back another several meters. Again, bolts of electricity leaped from pore to pore. Not only was the pain agonizing, but Cloudhawk’s body also no longer responded to his commands. All he could do was curl up and spasm.

He couldn’t even stand.

Skycloud Governor slowly walked toward him. From head to toe, he was spotless, with not a stitch out of place. There wasn’t even a change in his friendly smiling face. “It’s pointless. Do not try to resist. It is extraordinary that you have so much power at such a young age, but you are no match for me.”

“F-fuck your m-mother!” Cloudhawk managed through clenched teeth. He flung out his arm and cast a gash of silver light at his foe. “Die!”

But, the light was caught in Arcturus’s claw-like grip. The ethereal weapon was caught easily in his hand like it was a toy. Electricity spread from his palm into the Silver Serpent.

Screams followed as Cloudhawk felt the current course through him. His failed attack retracted.

Once again, he stumbled, smoke rising off his body with the sickening scent of roasted flesh. Meanwhile, the Governor hadn’t even been scratched. He continued to approach at the same even pace, as calmly as though he were taking an evening stroll through his garden.

But Cloudhawk would not give up. Orbs of green fire spurted to life in his hands. He lifted them high and threw both at Arcturus.

The Master Demon Hunter waved his hand, swatting them away as though they were nothing more than annoying gnats. Thin spears of electricity detonated the fire orbs, spraying smaller fires every which way.

With not a wrinkle in his plain gray robes, Arcturus kept walking. His cloth shoes walked over the tiny tongues of fire that danced on the ground. In a scene that made the hair on the back of Cloudhawk’s neck stand on end, the fires were extinguished – ignored like they weren’t even there.

Arcturus spoke in a tone that spoke to his infinite patience, “What is your next move?”

Is this asshole even human?

Cloudhawk had a hard time keeping the shock from his face. A sense of total hopelessness came over him. He had nothing left. Both his mind and body were at their limits. The wounds he’d suffered with the expeditionary fleet had yet to fully heal, and just a few short hours ago, the Cloud God had assailed his mind. If he was powerless against the Master Demon Hunter before, Cloudhawk was as helpless as a child now.

He cursed his shit luck.

Arcturus went on, “Come with me.”

This earned a snort from Cloudhawk. “Just kill me.”

“Aren’t you curious where I intend to take you?” Arcturus asked.

“I’m not gunna help you do shit,” Cloudhawk growled. “Over my dead fuckin’ body.”

A spark of electricity danced on the tip of Arcturus’s finger. “Dying at such a young age is a waste. You shouldn’t be so hasty in rejecting my offer – it isn’t unthinkable that you may yet change your mind. My goals are not so evil as you imagine them to be.”

Cloudhawk was clever. He knew there was no miracle waiting to save him today.

Arcturus was a Master Demon Hunter comparable to the legendary warriors from the time of the Great War. Skye Polaris, even at his peak, was no match for this man. In fact, the only creature that was his match was the Cloud God who was hidden away in the Temple. Besides the slumbering god, Arcturus feared no one.

With Skycloud’s patron deity quarantined, no one in the wastes or the Elysian lands could stand up to Arcturus.

As the Governor was preparing to force Cloudhawk to follow, a figure dropped from overhead. The ringing of steel sounded as a weapon was drawn, bringing with it a radiant glow. It cleaved the lightning cast from Arcturus’s finger. Like an eagle striking its prey, the figure snatched up Cloudhawk in one hand. In a blink, they were several dozen meters away.

“Drunkard? The hell are you doing here?!” Cloudhawk was stunned when he saw who it was. “Aren’t you supposed to be at the Sandbar? What about the others?”

Could this wine-soaked gutter-rat read the future or something? How else did he know to be here at just the right time?

“Selene brought Azura into the Elysian lands. She will find her a proper school and master for her training. It’s better than letting her wander around with an irresponsible thug like you. For the moment, Gabriel and Barb are looking after each other. I saw the storm clouds and knew Arcturus was making his move.”

The old drunk landed firmly on his feet. Dawnguard was already back in its sheath. He looked at Cloudhawk with that typical lecherous grin, revealing a few stained teeth.

“It’s been a very long time since anyone in Skycloud has gotten that old fox to leave his den. I was curious and came to see for myself. I didn’t think I’d be running into you.”

Cloudhawk scowled. Arcturus was no run-of-the-mill opponent. Even with the old drunk’s help, escape wasn’t going to be easy.

Arcturus looked at them from a distance and calmly called out to the new arrival, “You.”

The drunk uncorked a wine jug and took a couple of swigs. When he looked back at Arcturus his eyes were already a little clouded over. “It’s been a few years. The mighty and illustrious Governor Arcturus. As impressive as ever.”

Six years of enmity. Perhaps it was time to settle things.

Nothing changed in the gray-robed politician’s face. No sign of aggression was revealed in his face or posture. The apocalyptic scene overhead paused, waiting, for every movement of Arcturus’s hands caused the storm clouds to roil in anticipation. Even though he did not display any hostility, it was obvious that this was a truly terrifying foe.

“Have you come for vengeance?”

“I’ve never been out for vengeance.” The drunk was calm, not eager to act against his own interests. Yet, his lined features were solemn. “But there has to be some closure between the Governor and the War Saint. Falling to an enemy like you would be an old warrior’s final dignity.”

The old drunk could look past losing an apprentice and falling from grace. But as a warrior, he had to have the courage to face the source of his nightmares here. As a man, he had to face his bitter past and embrace those old, painful memories. Only when he accepted them and stood before them with fearlessness could he truly be called a man of strength.

A gentle laugh from the Governor wafted through the space between them. “I have never turned down a challenge from a true warrior.”

The drunk jabbed his cane into the ground. He took a few deep breaths, with one hand upon Dawnguard’s hilt, and slowly drew it forth. Its holy light illuminated the area.

Thanks to his near-superhuman recovery rate, Cloudhawk was able to get back on his feet. He grabbed Ardent Wrath from the dirt and positioned himself at the drunk’s back. Wary eyes were fixed on the Governor.

“You need to go.”

The drunk’s words reached Cloudhawk’s ears, but he didn’t see the old man’s lips move. He was using some strange skill to deliver the message without being overheard.

Cloudhawk hesitated. What about him? How could he let the drunk face Arcturus on his own?

“It’s no use. Even together, we’re no match for him.” The drunk was very familiar with what Arcturus was capable of. The Governor had decimated an entire squad of Templars. How could a crippled old man and a half-dead youth stand any sort of chance? “Don’t shoulder this burden. I’d be itching for this fight even if you weren’t here.”

Cloudhawk could hear it in his voice. The old man was ready to die.

“I’m fading away,” his voice once more whispered in Cloudhawk’s ear. “I’ve days left at best. After fighting so hard to awaken the War Saint again, I can’t let myself waste away. A warrior doesn’t die sick in his bed. My pride won’t allow it. I face this final battle with joy!”


101 / A Torn Sleeve


The old drunk’s wounds had festered within him for years. Although he’d come upon a way to regain some of his strength, he was weakening on a cellular level. All of the strength he’d trained so hard to cultivate was running out. Years in the wastes chasing the bottom of a bottle didn’t help, and things only turned around when he found Woodland Vale.

The Shepherd God’s medicines were miraculous.

Autumn had given him the priceless herbs, which helped breathe a second life into the drunk’s body. But, the damage was already done, too extensive to repair. Even with the medicine, it was like a few sprouts on a dead trunk. There was no bringing the tree back, no matter how mighty it once had been. If he relinquished himself to the indignity of a drunkard’s life, he had maybe ten more years left.

He’d much rather draw on what remained so that he could go out in a blaze of glory.

Strength or years of drunken regret. He chose the former.

He reached into the depths of his vitality, siphoning it into power. His weakened body swelled as limits were torn down. The price of over-drafting his potential was dire and will likely result in just a brief flare before his fire is extinguished.

Moments were all it took for the War Saint to return to his former glory. He knew his body, knew that he now had only a year of life left in him at most.

Over the course of that year, his body would gradually start to fail him. His legs would refuse to carry his weight. His hands would lose all strength. In the end, he would die, paralyzed in a bed somewhere. But he wasn’t going to wait for that. There was nothing to regret leaving behind, no worries to keep him hanging on. All that was left was a single old scar itching for a scratch. He might as well deal with it while he could. It was time to finish the battle long left unfinished.

He felt his palms sweating. His sword hand trembled.

But, it wasn’t because he was weak. Even after all he’d experienced, after years of bitter enlightenment, Vulkan found that he could not face this man with calm detachment. His failure years ago still haunted him, its roots reaching deep into his soul. After so long, the pain of it never eased and only grew more entrenched.

It was time, though. Even if Arcturus hadn’t shown himself, Vulkan would have gone searching. What pride remained in his withered body would have demanded it, for a true warrior never loses the courage to draw his sword when needed.

This final fight with Arcturus Cloude was predestined. It wasn’t to win vengeance for his disciple or to rinse the taste of shame from his mouth. This fight wasn’t even against Arcturus but against himself.

Cloudhawk could understand the old man’s heart.

But he could not leave even knowing what was happening. On the one hand, Cloudhawk wasn’t even sure he could. Arcturus had shown that his reach stretched far beyond that of a normal man. Wounded and spent, he couldn’t escape the Governor’s sphere of influence before he had time to react. On the other hand, Cloudhawk couldn’t stomach letting someone else die so he could run with his tail between his legs, especially this old man.

The drunk frowned at him. “You’re still here?”

“I’m not leaving. I’m not sure I can help...” Cloudhawk tightened his grip around Ardent Wrath. “But I will at least bear witness.”

There was a measure of appreciation in Arcturus’s stare as he watched the old man. It caused wrinkles to gather at the corner of his eyes. “You were always a remarkable warrior, even more so than Skye. Unfortunately, you were born at the wrong time, in the wrong place. A pity.”

Arcturus’s sympathy earned loud laughter from the drunk. Joints popped and muscles creaked as his withered form transformed. Before their eyes, the drunk melted away, replaced by a towering and imposing warrior. Even his rheumy eyes gleamed, sharp and clear. As calloused hands wrapped around Dawnguard, for a moment, the ghost of the former War Saint was visible in the weather-beaten body of this old drunk.

“Enough talk. Fight!”

“You have my respect. For that, you will have three attempts.”

Arcturus motioned for Vulkan to make his move.

That was an insult, not a sign of respect! In a test of combat like this, an inch was a mile – the slightest error could mean crushing defeat. Giving the old man three free shots was a flagrant display of Arcturus’s confidence in himself and how little he thought of the former War Saint.

“Hahaha! There aren’t many in the world Master Arcturus gives such an honor to!” Vulkan wasn’t offended. In fact, he took it well. “I won’t turn it down.”

He threw the dirt-smeared wine bottle aside. Dawnguard gleamed in his hand as he pulled it free.

Blinding light poured off the blade. As it was drawn from within the cane inch by inch, the rays from it gave the impression of the rising sun. It was a vision of power and vitality.

A sunrise was always inevitably followed by a sunset. A cold night followed, but eventually, the warm light of the sun returned.

A man’s life was like the cycles of the sun. He rose and fell, suffering cold and lonely nights and brilliant shining zeniths. Each time darkness fell, it brought the promise of new splendor. The brightest days would then lead into the darkest nights. Back and forth. Soaring highs and profound lows. Was this not the life of the old drunk?

The first strike.

A half-arc, lengthwise towards Arcturus’s chest.

Even the air warped in protest as the sword superseded its dominion.

Arcturus brushed it away with his hand without a second thought. Vulkan’s mighty blow was knocked aside. Stones nearby broke apart like a hot knife through butter merely due to proximity.

Cloudhawk gaped at the scene. “Shit!”

A blow like that against the Crimson One would have absolutely caused serious damage. Yet, to Arcturus, it was as threatening as a speck of dust landing on his robes.

Cloudhawk didn’t even know if he was using a relic. The Governor’s mental prowess was so grand that normal people couldn’t even comprehend it.

“Your first strike lacks the strength of your former years.”

The drunk wasn’t perturbed by Arcturus’s flippant stance. He didn’t even pause before lashing out again with his second attempt.

It was a strike that contained all the glory and decadence of the old drunk’s style. He was a man who had experienced all the vicissitudes of life, its fortunes and follies. Confusion, despair, and ultimately, understanding and acceptance.

Years ago, his dream had been to become a man like Skye Polaris. He wanted to be better than the great General.

Looking back on it now, the dream was a foolish one. Vulkan was his own man in a class by himself. Why did he want to be Skye, much less a better Skye? The only real goal was to become the best version of himself.

He realized that late in his life but not too late.

The glory of the War Saint shined through in the drunk’s attack, but he was different now compared to when he was at his peak. It possessed the enlightenment of a man who had come out on the other side of great hardships. Vulkan was more mature and determined than he had been all those years ago.

Cloudhawk raised his head in shock. The dismal clouds above were being moved by some unseen force, cleaved apart to reveal a swath of clear blue sky.

Meanwhile, the ground in the path of Vulkan’s hacking strike collapsed under its weight.

The old drunk’s sword literally attempted to carve through heaven and earth. Power rippled from it like a roaring flood of dragons, ripping teeth and tearing claws aimed toward Arcturus. It was clear his second attempt was a far sight more powerful than the first.

Cloudhawk was forced to ask himself if he was in Arcturus’s position, could he survive? He didn’t think so. He didn’t even think he could dodge it. Hell, probably none of Skycloud’s new generation of rising stars could – not even Selene with her legendary relics. Vulkan’s strike rose beyond typical mortal constraints. This blow could carve apart both gods and demons!

It had to be enough to behead a Master Demon Hunter!

Bolts of lightning sprang up around Arcturus. They weaved together, forming into a net between him and Vulkan’s second strike.

BOOM!

To Cloudhawk, it felt someone had taken a hammer to his brain. His ears were ringing, and the whole world lost all vibrancy and color. It lasted a good four to five seconds before he could recover. He shook his head, and the world pieced itself back together like a broken mirror in reverse.

The ground was a ruin. It looked like an earthquake had rumbled through and toppled the nearby mountains.

What a terrifying attack!

When the dust settled, Arcturus was standing in the same spot. His robes were blowing in the tumultuous wind, but that was all. Nothing had touched him but a strong breeze. When it passed, it was like nothing had happened. Even his hair was left unmolested.

“That is about equal to what I remember.”

For the second time, Arcturus offered his tepid evaluation. Vulkan turned a deaf ear to it. He cared only for what he was feeling, for his own internal monologue. He saw this battle as his last. His next strike would be the final one of his life.

What would it be? Something incredible, to be sure!

Vulkan’s mind was completely blank. All his bustling thoughts and worries and concerns faded away to stillness. Time washed it all away like passing clouds or smoke on the wind. The only thing that remained in that sea of perfect calm was a beautiful, smiling face.

That smile was his heaven. A heaven he would never see again.

Vulkan’s third strike returned to simplicity.

The old drunk rose off the ground. His sword began a thin line, forging ahead with an indomitable will. While unadorned, the force behind it pierced through Arcturus’s electric net. Finally, its deadly light reflected in the Governor’s eyes.

For the first time, the Master Demon Hunter looked serious. He reached out to defend.

Vulkan thrust with incredible speed, too fast to follow. The sound of something ripping could be heard among the rumbling thunder, and a piece of simple gray cloth floated up on the breeze. One piece became two, became four, became eight… and then, dust.

The sleeve on Arcturus’s right arm was missing a piece. It was all Vulkan’s strike had accomplished.

Cloudhawk had always known Arcturus was strong. He’d even figured the other two Master Demon Hunters together weren’t a shoo-in to beat him. But this… this was beyond anything he could imagine. It was unthinkable that Arcturus Cloude could be this strong…

Vulkan had poured all of his strength into that blow, knowing full well that he stood at death’s door. All that he had learned and experienced in life had been behind it. His considerable mental powers tempered it. It was a nearly perfect display, a masterful thrust, resulting in a single tear on his foe’s sleeve.

“With that, you have surpassed your former glory!”

Arcturus calmly looked at the ripped cloth. He looked back, esteem in his level gaze.

It is not easy for a man to rise back up after reaching rock bottom. One who could return from ruin and walk the paths of his former glory was outstanding. But one who could scale and surpass those peaks – that was heroic.

This old drunk was a greater man now than he was at his peak. He was a true and mighty challenger, worthy of respect.

“You’ve had your three strikes.” Lightning crackled in Arcturus’s palm. There, it gathered, forming into a weapon four feet long. “My turn.”

“Ruin, the Thunderblade.” Vulkan stared at the living lightning held in Arcturus’s hand. A smile curled the corner of his lips. “Now that the Master Demon Hunter has shown me his true power, I can die with no regrets. The ups and downs of a man’s life are one hell of a story, ahahahaha!”

Arcturus slowly raised the thunderblade. It burned like a god bearing a bolt of divine judgment.

It was clear. No man alive could survive a blow from this weapon.

Vulkan lifted his sword to protect himself, but it was destroyed in an instant. Ruin’s harsh blue light was headed right for him.

Six years ago, he suffered a spectacular defeat. Six years later, nothing had changed.

Ruin was Skycloud’s single most devastating weapon, even more terrible than Selene’s crossblade of holy light. Once, it had belonged to the God King, and no relic in existence could withstand its fury. Vulkan was doomed the instant its light shone upon him.


102 / Salvation


The old drunk knew it. His life was done, but it hadn’t been lived in vain.

As for Arcturus? The bastard wouldn’t win, not when the final tally was counted. Selene, Cloudhawk, and the rest of the new generation would make sure of that. Each generation was destined to overcome the last – otherwise, what progress would there be for humanity?

As the drunk waited for the lightning to destroy his body, the unthinkable happened. A shadow dashed in front of him as though to protect the resigned drunk from his inevitable demise.

Deep shadows played on his shocked expression.

Cloudhawk?! What was this crazy son of a bitch doing?! How did he think he could withstand Arcturus’s attack! It was suicide!

The blast of power bore unparalleled fury and slammed into Cloudhawk’s body like a train. He could feel it as his flesh and bones were charred from it. Time slowed as death crept up to take its due.

Then, lightning arced away at a ninety-degree angle. It was redirected into a nearby hillside, which it blasted to pieces.

Where Cloudhawk had stood, there was now a blackened statue of a man. He managed to give the drunk a pained, lopsided smile before grabbing him. His charred hands tugged the old warrior away from the battlefield. Arcturus watched the scene play out, absent any visible emotion. His only reaction was a slight crinkling of the skin between his brows. Cloudhawk’s actions were… unanticipated.

“A clever child, that one.”

The old drunk loudly lost his temper. “You damned fool! Are you trying to die?!”

“Of course not, smelly fuckin' hobo! I just can’t let you die yet!” Cloudhawk felt Arcturus’s power had burned deep into his body, injuring him on several layers. A lesser man would surely have died, but Cloudhawk was as stubborn and tenacious as a cockroach. Of course, he’d been afraid, but in the end, he was elated at making the right bet. “That piece of shit can’t kill me yet. He still needs me!”

That’s right. Why else would Arcturus have come to get him personally? And why hadn’t he just burned Cloudhawk to a crisp the moment he had the chance?

If the Governor wanted him dead, Arcturus would have taken one of a million chances he’d had over the last four years. Instead, he’d allowed Cloudhawk to live as a perpetual thorn in his side and, even now, elected to try and capture him alive rather than charring him into ash. The only reason for it was that Cloudhawk had some importance for Arcturus’s plans.

Cloudhawk had figured it out at the last instant. Just as Arcturus was launching his lethal attack on the old drunk, he decided to put the theory to the test. If the Governor wanted to turn Vulkan to ash, he’d have to burn through Cloudhawk first.

But, he wanted Cloudhawk alive. It was the only reason Vulkan was still breathing.

Smoke rose off of Cloudhawk’s body from head to toe. The excruciating pain was obvious in the glare he shot towards the old drunk. “You fuckin’ owe me for this! And you can start by making sure we get out of here still breathing.”

The drunk rolled his eyes in exasperation while Cloudhawk turned his head to look back at Arcturus. “And how about you, you stuck-up sack of horse shit? Kill me if you’ve got the balls!”

Ruin continued to crackle dangerously in Arcturus’s grip. He brought his hand back to prepare for another strike. “You’ve guessed correctly. I don’t want you dead, but you can live without your legs.”

Aww, fuck. Cloudhawk shoved the drunk aside, and the air came alive with dancing tongues of green fire.

“You want to take me alive? You want something from me? Well, fuck you, I won’t let it happen. I’ll kill myself before you get a goddamn thing.” Cloudhawk fixed him with a dark glare. “Take one more step and I’ll do it.”

But Arcturus shook his head, only slightly vexed. “This childish posturing is unnecessary.”

Cloudhawk answered with a voice full of determination, “Try me.”

Arcturus Cloude was known for his intelligence. He was able to read Cloudhawk’s character and intention and knew his weaknesses.

He was a born rebel and prided himself on doing the very thing no one expected. But, he cherished both his life as well as the lives of his friends. But even for those same friends, he wouldn’t give up what was most precious to him. He would risk his life but not throw it away. Suicide wasn’t an option.

Arcturus wasn’t afraid Cloudhawk would go through with it. He stared at the young man with keen interest, however, because he knew he would persist in this ploy at least for a while.

Of course, Cloudhawk knew his scare tactics might not work on a man like Arcturus. No one had managed to trick this old fox, and he wasn’t likely to be the first. He wasn’t half as clever as the Governor. It was like the difference between a clear pond and a mud puddle.

Alright, what to do? What to do? Cloudhawk’s mind raced for an answer. He was losing his advantage with every moment, and his body was giving up.

The last poke from Ruin had been no joke. He didn’t know how much longer he could even stay standing. Despite Cloudhawk’s formidable will and tenacious character, he was way past his limits. He felt like he could collapse at any instant.

At this moment of distraction, Arcturus dissolved into tens of thousands of lightning bolts. Like a host of writhing snakes, they lashed out at what seemed like the speed of light. By the time Cloudhawk recognized the danger, it was too late.

Dozens of electric ribbons, as thick as a man’s thumb, wrapped around him. Cloudhawk was wrapped up tighter than a dumpling.

He struggled, writhing in agony, but the harder he fought, the worse the burning became. It didn’t take long for him to submit. It was over in an instant, swift and furious. Arcturus hadn’t given him any space to react.

He was caught, but Arcturus had to admit how much effort it’d taken to snatch up this wayward fish.

With one hand, Arcturus supported Cloudhawk’s limp body. With Ruin in the other, he pointed it towards Vulkan. Although he knew the old drunk wasn’t long for this world, he was not in the habit of leaving loose ends untied. Better to sever them when the opportunity presented itself, so he raised his sword to finish the job.

Only, much to his frustration, Arcturus was once again disrupted.

Hundreds of sandy arrows tumbled towards him from above. Each one seemed able to pinpoint his location and move as needed. However, he was still protected by his grid of electricity, which easily destroyed the arrows as they fell.

Moments after the barrage ended, his electric shield was attacked by a sand spear.

Arcturus narrowed his eyes, and in their depths, there was a flash of cold anger. He flicked his wrist, throwing Ruin out towards the spear. They collided, and the sandy weapon became a cloud of grit. Ruin continued towards the hidden figure that’d sneaked up nearby.

The Caliph of the Sands?

Indeed, hovering above them was the demon Abaddon.

Ruin’s angry bluish-purple length was inserted in the demon’s body. It had struck him in the chest and jutted from his back. A brief pause ensued before the demon’s body burst apart with a deafening thunderclap.

“Impressive, impressive… luckily, it was merely a copy.”

The familiar, hoarse voice slithered through Cloudhawk’s ear like frogs croaking in a sandy pit. The sound alone made his skin crawl. Such was Abaddon’s presence.

Cloudhawk felt the presence of several figures, some of them frighteningly strong.

Several dozen dragons alighted around them, and the air was suddenly filled with a host of flying mutated beasts. Their beating wings were causing a small tornado as they circled overhead.

Arcturus was strong, but he was not invincible. He did not possess limitless energy, and he was significantly outnumbered. That did not mean, however, that he was in any danger from these beasts.

The Governor looked towards the source of this new annoyance. “What are you doing here?”

Wolfblade stood on the back of the great crystal dragon king. He called to Arcturus as though hailing an old friend. “My deepest apologies. Cloudhawk cannot go with you.”

Arcturus swept his eyes across the field.

Autumn, who was also present, and Abaddon were formidable enemies. But the two together – even with Vulkan’s help – were still only likely to hold out for a time against the Master Demon Hunter. Their display was exaggerated and dramatic, but none of it gave Arcturus any pause.

No. The only person who really captured his attention was the man of middling capability standing on the divine beast.

Wolfblade was a mere human and terrorist leader. But not really, for Wolfblade was more than he appeared, a mysterious creature living in a human shell.

Even if he was stronger…

Arcturus was not so foolish as to believe himself unbeatable. Nor was it possible for him to defeat an army on his own. In fact, Arcturus had always believed that force was only one facet of a well-rounded strategy. A man could be weak, but he could not be foolish.

Skye was a perfect example.

If this was a group of strong but brainless foes, Arcturus would have no issue dealing with them. The reason Skye Polaris had risen to his status over the years was not because Arcturus feared dealing with him. The Polaris family simply wasn't worth his attention, until the day it was. That was the day its patriarch died.

Skye survived into his eighties, not because of his impressive power but because Arcturus didn’t care to cut it short. The Governor needed a counterweight. The moment Skye no longer held value, it required only a little ingenuity to have him eliminated. Skye had never been the sort of man to threaten Arcturus or his plans.

The world had no shortage of players for the Governor’s game. Arcturus, his disciples, Skye, Vulkan, all the many lauded men and women of Skycloud… of all of them, who could accomplish something truly great?

In truth, throughout the whole of the world, there were only two.

One was Arcturus Cloude.

The other, Wolfblade.

Arcturus finally answered in his typical calm personage, “If I object?”

“I think it’d be best if you played things my way.” Wolfblade’s voice was equally composed. “He is in bad shape. If you bring him back to Skycloud, you’d simply be returning with a fugitive and a public enemy. Only we are capable of aiding him in recovering. I’m certain you wouldn’t like our young friend to be permanently disabled.”

After a moment, Arcturus nodded in a considering manner. “Fine, then. I’ll give you some face, as you request.”

The crackling bindings slithered away from Cloudhawk. Arcturus said nothing further.

With no further interest in speaking, the Governor’s body dissolved into a flood of blue light before vanishing before everyone’s eyes. Cloudhawk was completely stunned at seeing this powerful man simply leave, but he still sighed in relief when he did. At last, the pain and exhaustion took its toll, and he collapsed to the ground, unconscious. Whatever happened next, he wouldn’t know.


103 / Beaten Bloody


It was a moment that felt like a millennium.

Cloudhawk managed to drag himself out of the miasma of unconsciousness, but it took some time for all of his senses to return. Pain followed, washing over him like a tide. In an attempt to make up for lost time, it felt twice as intense as before he fell into a coma. It was so intense, in fact, that even his hearty constitution was overwhelmed. He would rather fall back into darkness.

Where was he?

With considerable effort, Cloudhawk opened his eyes. At first, everything was blurry. He could only make out shapes. He was lying flat – he could tell that much. When he tried to move, he found his body covered in strange instruments. Turning his attention around, he noticed bottles of different sizes with various sorts of fluids hanging all around. Brown, green, clear, each dripped into long tubes that were inserted into him.

A few shadows shuffled nearby.

“There’s terrible damage both inside and out. Far as I can tell, there isn’t a single piece of him that escaped damage. If he makes it, it will be nothing short of a miracle.”

“Hush, keep your voice down. If Hellflower hears you talking like that, she’ll throw you in the biochemical furnace as her next experiment. Don’t you know her relationship with this guy?”

“Weird. What’s a woman like her doing with a guy like this?”

“Hey, look. He’s coming around.”

“Quick, let the others know.”

Cloudhawk recognized the buzz in his ears as voices, but he couldn’t figure out the meaning. Four to five minutes later, another familiar image filled his hazy vision. She had a devilishly curvaceous figure, barely hidden beneath a white lab coat. Her mature and charming face came into full view as she leaned in for a closer look.

She looked surprised before then breathing a sigh of relief.

“He is awake.”

Hellflower? The name fought through the mist choking his brain. Only, he couldn’t move or react. It was like his body didn’t belong to him. He couldn’t lift his head, much less get up to greet her.

She said a few things to him, but it was like his head was stuffed with cotton. Everything seemed surreal and far away. Hellflower seemed to recognize the pain he was in, and her face softened like a mother looking over her child. “Rest, you’ll feel better soon.”

He vaguely felt a needle punch through his skin. Some unknown medicine was injected into his veins.

After a moment, the burning pain eased. Sleep came for him once again, longer this time. He was lost in a world of dreams, waking up from time to time only to slip back into unconsciousness after a few moments.

Eventually, he came to feel much better. He was at least able to move a little.

He was tired of lying still, so Cloudhawk pulled the many tubes from his arms and legs and rolled onto the ground. Staggering back to his feet, he tried to walk.

Strange… When did his balance get so bad? There was no strength in his legs either. He struggled to put one foot in front of the other like he was an infant.

He glanced up, noting a mirror in front of him. The reflection that greeted him was nothing short of grotesque.

He was wrapped in bandages from head to toe. The only thing he could recognize was his eyes. In sick fascination, he unraveled the bandages and inhaled sharply at what he found.

Every inch of his skin was bright scarlet, full of pits and bumps. Ugly was certainly the proper phrase as his skin looked like that of a toad. When it touched the air, he felt a combination of tingling and burning pain. Cloudhawk didn’t need to remove all of his bandages to know the rest of his body was in similar condition. He’d been turned into some kind of hideous freak.

But… why?

The last thing he remembered was the fight with Arcturus. To protect the drunk, he flung himself in front of the Governor’s attack. It was a gamble that paid off, for Arcturus broke off his attack – but the damage he did in just an instant was severe. At the time, he’d been burned so badly that he couldn’t even tell how serious the damage was. Now, it was clear he probably would have preferred to just die.

Motherfucker! As the anger swelled inside of him, another wave of pain made him dizzy. The injuries to his mind still weren’t healed.

It never rains but it pours, the old books said. The slightest emotional aggravation and it felt like a hundred knives carving into his brain. The pain made him see double.

“I did what I could.”

The charming and magnetic voice drew his attention. He spied the beautiful woman leaning against the door frame. Hellflower, of course.

Cloudhawk looked at his hands that were wrapped up in bandages like a mummy. “What’s going on?”

“You should be happy. The fact that you’re alive after the injuries you sustained is incredible. Unfortunately, I was only able to heal your body. As for your mind… that’s the science of the gods, and I’m only a novice. I can’t help you with that. I’m sorry.”

Cloudhawk took a deep breath to calm himself down.

“How long was I out? Where am I, anyway?”

“You haven’t been asleep too long, about a month. This is my laboratory in Woodland Vale.”

A month? The words were like a basin of ice water poured over his head. Up to now, he’d been able to recover from almost any injury within a matter of hours, days at the worst. If after a month, he was still this rotten, then he really had to have been at death’s door.

She was right. It was amazing he was still breathing. But, was the damage permanent?

Fuck… no way I’m gonna turn into the next drunk asshole.

Cloudhawk didn’t know Vulkan before his encounter with Arcturus, but whatever happened turned the War Saint into a lame hobo wallowing forever in self-pity. Visions of the stinking drunk old man, stuffing a bottle between yellow teeth, danced in his mind.

“Don’t worry.” Hellflower extended two pale fingers and stroked Cloudhawk’s arm in assurance. She smiled, trying to give him comfort. “Even if you are disfigured, I won’t abandon you, my young friend.”

Cloudhawk angrily slapped her hand away. But before he could give her a piece of his mind, the pain returned.

“Heh… what you see scares you. You didn’t think about the consequences when you brazenly looked for death at the hands of Arcturus, did you? Now, you’re filled with regret!”

Cloudhawk refused to accept that this was who he was now. There was still so much to do, not least of which was making that bastard Arcturus pay for what he’d done. How was he supposed to accomplish that now when he was a shadow of his former self?

Hellflower chuckled in the face of his terror. Her curves jiggled pleasingly, but Cloudhawk was in no mood to appreciate what he saw. He asked the burning question, “Will I recover?”

“Anyone else and I would say they were dreaming. But Trespasser still flows in your veins, so with patience, you will get better. The question is, how long before you’re back to where you were?”

Her words put him at ease, at least a little. He asked another question. “How long, just a guess?”

She shook her head. “A year or two for the body on the quick end of the scale. Three to five at the most. As for the mental damage, that depends on how far I’ve come...”

His heart sank. “Too long. Is there no way to speed this up?”

“You shouldn’t complain. Do you have any idea what state you were in when they brought you? If they hadn’t brought you to me right away, here in the Vale with its rich resources, you probably never would have woken up again.”

Shit! A few years are unacceptable! Cloudhawk couldn’t waste that much time. He had to find some way to speed up his physical and mental recovery.

“In honor of you coming back to us, I’ve prepared a gift for you. Wait a moment.”

Hellflower left the room. She returned a minute later with a wheelchair. But instead of taking offense at Cloudhawk’s dour expression, she gave him a smug, self-satisfied smile. “What do you think? Aren’t I considerate? I had my people make this for you.”

Cloudhawk ignored her and the fucking chair. He staggered a few steps forward under his own power before falling back onto his knees.

“Now, don’t go thinking you’re superhuman!” Hellflower pushed the chair over to him. “Don’t say I didn’t warn you. From this moment forward, until you’re better, you cannot be injured again. If you do, the consequences will be bad – find you a coffin sort of bad.”

A few minutes later, Cloudhawk was seated begrudgingly in the chair. Hellflower was pushing him around.

The Vale’s environment was as fresh and clean as he remembered. The afternoon sun was warm, and everywhere he looked was a refreshing shade of green. He looked out over a city of unique buildings suspended by vines and connected by bridges. Their entire lives were lived among the canopies.

Valites wore strange clothing. A few were picking the black crystal fruits from the boughs of the god tree as they rolled by. Others were tending to crops nestled in between the boughs. The war outside hadn’t touched this place or these people.

Cloudhawk was reminded of a question. “What happened to the old drunk? He better not have died...”

“Relax. In fact, he stumbled upon quite the blessing,” she replied. “In fighting Arcturus, he had a breakthrough. He was in bad shape – a month, perhaps a year, and he would be an invalid. When we brought him back here, though, I convinced the Shepherd God to give me some materials that helped. We think he’ll get to live a little longer.”

“You saved him?”

Cloudhawk’s eyes lit up. The prospect of the old man making a full recovery was a pleasant one. Hell, maybe he’d even surpass his former self.

At full tilt, the old drunk was probably similar to Skye in sheer strength. In all of Skycloud, there were shockingly few who could even tear Governor Arcturus’s sleeve. More importantly, Cloudhawk had gotten himself in this position by trying to save that asshole’s life.

He had to be held accountable for what Cloudhawk had become!

When the old man was on the cusp of death, it didn’t matter, but now, he was better. Sooner or later, for better or for worse, he would come under Cloudhawk’s banner. That meant there were few people in the world who could threaten Cloudhawk. While he was in a bad way right now, at least he wasn’t in danger of getting his ass chopped off constantly like he used to.

Cloudhawk decided it was time to build his own group. The drunk, Gabby, all of them. When the time was right, he’d bring them all to Skycloud and help Selene deal with Arcturus. If they had someone like Vulkan at their backs, their chances improved significantly.

Most importantly, while the drunk looked old, he was probably only in his fifties.

He was a full thirty years younger than Skye Polaris. Who could say if the future holds greater achievements for him? If something in this Vale could heal him, it was something to be celebrated.

At last, Cloudhawk’s mood started taking a turn for the better. At least this entire mess hadn’t been all bullshit.

“This place is alright, isn’t it?” Hellflower bent over and cooed into his ear. “People are kind. They live in harmony with their environment, never wanting for food or clothing. If you’ve got nowhere else to go, you can do worse than this place.”

The wastelands alliance was the wastelands’ most powerful group at present.

Cloudhawk learned that the Conclave’s leader, Natessa, had ordered a sweep of the entirety of the wastes. No matter where he went, if Cloudhawk let his identity slip, he would find trouble. He wasn’t in any condition to fight for the time being, making this place a safe harbor in the growing storm.

“You know that Arcturus is strong. All of this is only temporary.” Hellflower went on, “The Dark Atom has brought a lot of its influence to the Vale. Even someone like the Governor will have a hard time fighting his way in here. You should seriously consider joining us. At least that way, we can protect you while you heal.”

The hint was clear in her voice. It was obvious what Hellflower wanted.
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Cloudhawk was unconvinced. Back when he was younger and knew less of how the world worked, he fell easily for this attractive woman’s wiles. Now, however, not only could he control his hormonal urges – he was also practically crippled and couldn’t act on them even if he wanted to.

As for joining the Dark Atom? Cloudhawk didn’t even give it a second thought.

If the organization’s motives were pure, he’d have at least considered it. After all, an organization like that, with a hundred years of history, certainly had a great deal of influence through the wastes. Besides that, it had the gall to praise the advance of science and stand against Elysian tyranny.

The Dark Atom was the definition of heretics, at least in the eyes of Skycloud’s citizens.

In essence, they were a Seeker organization, just far better equipped and manned by the hundreds of scientists at its disposal. Be it technological prowess or production capacity, it was top of its class. They’d even recovered and repaired a prehistoric atom bomb. The Dark Atom was clearly capable of incredible feats.

But, was the current Dark Atom the same organization as the one from years ago?

Now that the demon Abaddon and the betrayer god Autumn joined, no one knew what the Dark Atom’s real purpose was anymore. But, Cloudhawk had no confusion about how he felt about Wolfblade, Abaddon, and the Shepherd God. They could all rot as far as he was concerned.

Autumn and Hellflower were not enough of a reason for him to fall in with this shady group.

His relationship with Hellflower was ambiguous at best, but “love” was not how he would describe it. She was a hungry and ambitious woman, the sort Cloudhawk tended to shy away from. As for Autumn? She was a decent girl before a god stole her body. Now, he saw her more like an enemy.

Cloudhawk didn’t give Hellflower the answer she was looking for, but that didn’t seem to dishearten her. She continued to push him along in his wheelchair. “The boss told me he wanted you to come see him when you awoke. To give you answers, he said.”

The “boss” was, of course, Wolfblade. They wheeled along in silence towards the Vale’s forbidden mausoleum.

When they arrived, many of the Dark Atom’s important members were in attendance. Notably absent was Coal, but Cloudhawk figured the mutant wouldn’t be comfortable here anyway. Perhaps he’d been sent back to the Blisterpeaks or was performing some task elsewhere.

In the depths of the mausoleum was the familiar altar Cloudhawk remembered from his last visit. The pitch-black armor was still resting on it. All around were the scars of that battle, writ in cracked stone and broken earth.

He remembered it like it was yesterday…

That mighty and inflexible man was no longer with them. Still, the glint in his dark eyes appeared in Cloudhawk’s memory from time to time. His presence had been a defining one in Cloudhawk’s life, and when he left, he took Luciasha’s affection for Cloudhawk with him. His death was also the final crack that severed his connection with Squall.

Every action, every person was closely tied together.

If Cloudhawk could go back, he’d have chosen to run his small shop in Sandbar Outpost. Do a little shady business, make a little coin… go to Adder’s bar when he had nothing else to do and share a drink with Squall and Asha.

Adder’s true identity soured all that. If Adder would have just been Adder and not the Crimson One’s son, he’d still have two close friends to pass time with.

Such helplessness was an unavoidable part of life, just like when you were sometimes forced to do things you rather wouldn’t.

Sometimes, you had to kill people you otherwise wouldn’t want to kill.

Cloudhawk shook off the bitter memories and returned to the present. He focused on the three figures closest to the altar: Autumn, Wolfblade, and Abaddon.

A god, a man, and a demon, standing shoulder-to-shoulder.

Even to this day, Cloudhawk didn’t understand why Abaddon – who had, for years, carved out his own place in the wastelands – would join Wolfblade… a simple, unassuming human. It was just as confusing that a newly awakened god capable of creating her own slice of paradise would do the same. Why would they allow themselves to be used by this strange man?

What’s more, why would a man like Arcturus show him such respect? There were too many uncomfortable mysteries surrounding the terrorist leader.

Wolfblade greeted Cloudhawk as though he were an old friend, “At last, you are awake.”

Autumn looked at Cloudhawk with loathing, only too eager to take his life if the opportunity presented itself. He was a significant factor in why she had yet to take full control of this girl’s body. The connection he shared with the fragment of Autumn’s spirit was strong, so the only way she knew to sever that connection was to carve out its source. Only then would the human girl’s will crumble entirely.

Abaddon’s eyes burned like dual stars, red and furious. Within them were conflicting emotions. After all, he had watched Cloudhawk every step of the way as he grew from humble beginnings to the man he was today. He also knew that Cloudhawk was the Demon King’s chosen – but how could a human be expected to lead demons?

Cloudhawk answered with a question, “Why did you bring me here?”

Wolfblade didn’t answer his query directly. “You are obviously culpable in Skycloud’s current state of upheaval. Would you care to explain what happened?”

Cloudhawk’s tone grew frigid. “Why should I tell you?”

“Think of this as a transaction,” Wolfblade said with a smile. “Answer my questions and I’ll answer yours in turn – to what extent I can.”

Cloudhawk had no reason or ability to hide the truth. These three could see through him anyway, so he explained what happened from beginning to end.

“The Cloud God?” A grim smirk crossed Autumn’s face. “That one is clever. If the truth were transmitted to the others because of its folly, the God King would surely have seen it destroyed.”

Cloudhawk paused, taking in her words. Truth? What truth?

What astounding secret threatened the whole race of gods, so much so that their mightiest would be willing to kill one of its own? Perhaps she was exaggerating.

Could this be why the Shepherd God betrayed her people? It was still a mystery why this creature would choose to break away from the rest of her race.

It was a decision that came at great cost. She lost access to the collective power and wisdom of the gods when she severed that connection. It seemed counterintuitive to give up one’s godly identity and choose the life of an ordinary creature. A very powerful ordinary creature, but still – why?

From what he understood of godly society, Cloudhawk envied their system. No lies, no betrayals, no deceptions, no conspiracies.

He had gained important and unprecedented insight into their world when the Cloud God took him into its consciousness. All of those separate minds connected no matter how far apart they were and their lifespans were limitless. From an evolutionary standpoint, they seemed perfect. “God” was definitely the proper name for them.

Yet, there was only one being that was a god in the truest sense.

The focal point of all their strength and wisdom, from which it all sprouted, was the God King. It was the master and commander of all the great knowledge, all the unimaginable power of the gods.

For a thousand years, the gods had existed in a state of order and stability. Though the Shepherd God chose to separate from them, she could do nothing against her race as a whole. After all, the very act of betrayal meant she could no longer access this unified consciousness. Her freedom was only possible once she broke the spiritual lock that tied her to the others.

She seemed to sense Cloudhawk’s thoughts and spoke in an infinitely cold voice, “Foolish whelp.”

“You envy the gods?” Wolfblade also seemed to know what he was thinking and showed what he thought with a chuckle. “There are always two sides to every coin. This aspect of their reality is not something to admire. Obliterating the one for the good of the whole is monstrous. While it is true there is no deceit, there is also no sense of individuality. There is a price to pay for anything good in this world. With your temperament, I doubt their life is one you would accept. This was illustrated well when I suggested you remain in the wastelands. Yet, you persisted in the pursuit of your idealistic vision of the Elysian lands-”

“My turn for a question,” Cloudhawk cut him off and fixed him with a hard stare. “How do you know so much about me? Who the fuck are you?”

Wolfblade stared back with his one good eye. “You’ve already guessed the answer.”

“Mantis? You are Mantis?” Wolfblade’s words confirmed his suspicions. It was indeed Mantis who suggested he stay in the wastelands way back in Greenland Outpost. “Are you?”

“Indeed, I am Mantis. Or rather, Mantis is part of who I am – one identity of many.” A change started to come over Wolfblade’s stare. “In fact, I saw your destiny when you were still wrapped in swaddling clothes. You ask how I know so much about you? It is because I have watched you grow, your whole life.”

It felt like Cloudhawk had been struck by lightning. His mind catapulted backwards through time.

He remembered something, a figure. When he was still crawling through the dirt and shit, his lonely pit was shared with a white-haired old man rife with wrinkles.

Time sped forward. Now, he was in Blackflag Outpost, carving open bodies with the cold and emotionless killer, Mantis.

Back to the present. He peered into the eyes of this eccentric terrorist leader. Three entirely different men, but in those eyes, he saw that they were all the same. Who could have known? Who was he, really?

Cloudhawk may have guessed the answer correctly, but he still didn’t understand. He couldn’t accept it. How could one man appear in his life as radically different people? From an infant to a young man to an adult now.

“Are you beginning to see?” Wolfblade’s eye searched the young man’s face. “Have you ever questioned why all the world’s adventures seemed to seek you out?”

Cloudhawk muttered, mostly to himself, “I did wonder how I just stumbled upon the Demon King’s stone in some random mutant burrow. It was you… it’s always been you...”

It didn’t stop at the phase stone. The ruins, the phase stone, the Tartarus Mercenaries, the Bloodsoaked Queen, Skycloud, the skull in Hell’s Valley… these defining moments in his life that seemed to happen organically were all orchestrated by this man?

He’d been manipulating Cloudhawk’s life from the very beginning.

“Who. The fuck. Are you?” Cloudhawk rose from the chair on shaky legs. Excitement was causing the pain in his mind to turn his vision white. “Why would you do this?”

“Be calm, be calm… I mean you no harm. You should know this, shouldn’t you?”

What was Cloudhawk supposed to think or feel towards this man? Resentment? Appreciation?

He’d lied to Cloudhawk all this time, leading him by the nose. Years of manipulation.

But without him, the scavenger probably would have died a long time ago, face down in a pile of shit under some ruin.

He definitely wouldn’t have lived very long by himself in the ruins. He never would have made it to Blackflag Outpost, and all the things that led to his current strength and capability would never have happened. Everything he had now was given to him by the secret actions of this man. But, no one did these sorts of things for no reason. After going through so much effort, what did he want?
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The earth was like quicksand, the sky like a painting. The world he knew lacked something all of a sudden, all its color drained. All the life he knew had burst in an instant like a soap bubble.

That kind old man he buried in the rubble, who taught him to read…

The quiet assassin in Blackflag Outpost who saved his life on several occasions…

Wolfblade. One man playing several roles.

He’d often wondered why life seemed to throw so many strange and inexplicable circumstances his way. It’d always felt like some unseen hand was pushing him along. Now, it seemed he was right all along. Only, the bastard responsible for all of it had hidden himself so well that Cloudhawk never saw it until now.

“Knowing what I do of your temper, I figured if you hadn’t cut someone down with your sword by now, you’d at least have stormed out. I’m surprised to find I was wrong. This silence is… incongruous.”

Cloudhawk was tired of being dominated by others. He couldn’t stand being manipulated. However, if there is anything he’d learned over the last few years, it was that flying into a rage was rarely the right course of action. He wasn’t an idiot. Here in this wheelchair, how could he do anything to Wolfblade who was flanked by a god and a demon?

“I was amazed when you came to Blackwater Base. How could you have mastered an ancient language on your own?” Hellflower turned her eyes to Wolfblade. “It was you who taught him. And that explains everything. That was why he was in Blackwater Base to begin with and how he was infected with Trespasser. All designed by you...”

Abaddon’s raspy laughter interjected. “It was at the behest of this ancient one that I ordered Cloudhawk to be hunted through the wastelands.”

“Are you getting it?” Hellflower gently patted Cloudhawk’s shoulder. “You’ve been following a preset track from the very beginning. Your personality, development, even your morals were all likely shaped to his purpose. Knowing that, do you still have to adhere to these principles – that probably weren’t even yours to begin with?”

It was a cruel and deliberate blow on Cloudhawk’s psyche, one that had the potential to be wickedly effective. What better way to break the stubborn rock than to strike at its weakest point? Once everything Cloudhawk believed to be true was shown to be a lie, he could be given a new reality to cling to.

Cloudhawk shook his head. He couldn’t… wouldn’t accept it.

He knew what he wanted and what he was doing. He believed the innate core of who he was to be unshakable. No matter what he learned, who he was inside would not change.

Wolfblade met Cloudhawk’s firm gaze and nodded. The young scavenger had indeed grown. “In a way, I am like a theater director, and you are my most talented actor. All I wanted was to bring that potential to the surface and let you loose on the stage. My wish is to bill you as this age’s protagonist, with the tools to determine your own story.”

“I don’t want to be anyone’s protagonist. I don’t want any part of your fucking play.”

Cloudhawk couldn’t stomach it. In playing this role, he’d become hunted by everyone, and the one who manipulated him all this time was not Arcturus but Wolfblade – or whatever the fuck Wolfblade was. What sort of protagonist was universally despised and controlled? What the hell made Wolfblade think he wanted any of this? As always, all he ever wanted was to curl up in some quiet corner and live his life without being bothered. What the hell did it serve him to be some great and influential man?

Cloudhawk turned up his nose at such a sweeping, epic story.

Skye’s heroic tale ended with him blown to pieces in the wastelands. Who would remember him in a few decades? And for what? He never lived a day in his life for himself. It was always under the crushing burden of other people’s expectations. That wasn’t any sort of life to speak of.

“What you are facing is an inheritance that has waited for you for a thousand years.” Wolfblade was careful not to say anything that could be construed as trying to force him. “If you choose to accept your birthright, then you will rise to conquer the world. Or, you can continue as you are – drifting from place to place in search of peace of mind until you die. The choice – as it has always been – is yours.”

Any more talk was useless. It was time for Cloudhawk to make his choice, here before the final piece of the Demon King’s legacy.

Abaddon and Autumn stared at the young man. This decision was an interesting one to them. Depending on which path he set out on, he could be an instrument of global change. Whether they came to witness the outcome they desired or not, they were here to observe an important moment in history.

The Demon King’s legacy. Power beyond imagining, right within his reach.

Cloudhawk was in a sorry state, disabled and badly wounded by Arcturus’s terrible power. Before this tragedy befell him, he was confident that, in another five to ten years, he could have stood against the Governor. Now, with his body like this, that was put into question. The promise of immediate power was an alluring one.

The ancient and mysterious armor seemed as though it had a life of its own. He could hear it calling to him.

It was still encased in crystal with naught but a dim outline to mark its presence. However, its presence filled him with a warmth he’d never known. Deep within, Cloudhawk knew that this armor was a piece of him, a fragment of his soul that could not be shed. Reaching out and taking it for himself was not only justified but proper.

Cloudhawk looked down at his bandaged hands. For the first time, he was seriously considering it.

If what Hellflower told him about his recovery was true, he couldn’t afford to stay here for years. Wasting even six months was too much, he felt. Evil winds were blowing in Skycloud, and no one knew what terrible things would soon follow.

What would he do if Selene or Dawn were in danger? What if someone needed his help?

Cloudhawk’s eyes rose to the Demon King’s Cuirass. He didn’t see how this was different from the phase stone. It was just another relic – albeit one of legendary power. What about a relic would make him the next Demon King?

An idea stirred in his turbulent mind.

Cloudhawk stepped away from the chair and towards where the armor lay. As he approached, the dim contours became clear. He saw its patterns and lines, and with each step, the draw on his soul grew stronger. The urge to take it and put it on was almost more than he could bear.

Once he put it on, all of the Demon King’s former power would be his.

He would have the power to defeat Arcturus. It also meant he would be forced to walk a path of blood and ruin.

He reached out with a shaking hand. Yet, when his fingertips touched the seal surrounding the armor, he was struck by an intense repulsive force. Cloudhawk was shoved away from the altar.

“Eh? What is this? He has been rejected!”

Cloudhawk was similarly shocked. The armor was calling to him, so why would the seal force him away?

Wolfblade shook his head. “You aren’t yet ready. You will not be able to don this armor until you’ve come to wholly understand and accept your destiny. You must be prepared for a rebirth as the new Demon King and not merely wear it in pursuit of power.”

Cloudhawk was not disappointed. In fact, he was relieved. Wolfblade was right, of course. He didn’t want the inheritance for all it meant.

Cloudhawk didn’t think he had the power to unify an entire race of demons, much less lead them in a war against the gods. If gods and demons were really so similar in strength, then they wouldn’t have lost so badly a thousand years ago. He didn’t know how much the demons had recovered to this day, but even humans had a way to fight back against them.

How many of those monsters have died at the hands of demon hunters over the years? He’d never heard of any gods being killed.

There was some disappointment in Wolfblade that Cloudhawk did not immediately accept his birthright. However, his aims today had been met. Cloudhawk had begun to seriously think about it and its implications. He no longer looked at it as a burden.

“Hellflower, Cloudhawk looks like he needs rest.”

Hellflower helped him back to his chair, and the two left. Only three remained near the altar.

Abaddon spoke first, “We can’t place all our hopes on this child. All of our preparations have paid off, and we can attack at our leisure. Now that Skycloud has lost its connection to the gods, we can take the Elysian realm in one fell swoop.”

Wolfblade shook his head. “You see the problem too linearly, and our enemies are far more complex than you imagine. Be patient.”

“I care nothing for your schemes. You made me a promise, one I insist we settle now.” Her words were sharp from dissatisfaction. “How can I rid myself of this rebellious consciousness?”

“Special methods require special equipment. Given our current circumstance, I can only offer general advice for the time being.” Wolfblade turned towards Autumn, meeting her impertinent glower with a kindly smile. “There are two challenges you need to overcome.”

Autumn frowned. “What are these methods?”

“The first is communication. You must sufficiently connect with the human consciousness and try to persuade her to willingly accept destruction.”

Autumn found this to be highly unlikely. This human girl clung tightly to the last vestiges of her existence. It was how she still remained locked in this body in the first place.

“The second is assimilation. You can do what she feels she has left undone or allow her to emerge from time to time to release her pent-up frustrations. As her needs and attachments wane, you will find it easier to control her for longer. Over time, her influence and desires will weaken. Over time, she will lose her emotional bonds and will see no further need to resist you. Of course, I cannot allow you to kill Cloudhawk, nor will it eliminate her connection to the extent you believe. On the contrary, you will merely incite her anger, giving her more power with which to resist you.”

A scowl of displeasure darkened Autumn’s face. Would she be forced to suffer the disgrace of capitulating to a mere mortal’s desires?

Wolfblade went on, “You may not need to destroy her outright. Humans have their own unique capabilities, after all. Who knows what results would come from a human and godly soul combining into one?”

Autumn was, of course, vehemently opposed to the concept.

How could such lowly creatures be allowed to taint the immortal soul of a god? She pondered Wolfblade’s suggestions and mulled over the best way to rid herself of this irritating headache.
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Cloudhawk was in a sour mood. He felt like he was locked in a cage.

After saving him from the Arcturus’s clutches, Wolfblade brought him to the Vale. While he had not made any demands of him, the mysterious man had forbidden Cloudhawk from leaving. Hellflower was at his side all day, serving as his keeper.

She also served as his personal nurse, supervising his recovery twenty-four hours a day.

Everything he did every minute of every day was witnessed. She was nearby even when he ate, showered, and slept. There was no chance for him to escape because he was never alone.

Hellflower was the most mature, enchanting, and manipulative woman Cloudhawk had ever met. However, after a few long days, she was desperate to show her foxtail. Cloudhawk suffered her teasing and seductions several times a day.

While he was gravely wounded, Cloudhawk hadn’t lost his natural urges. As a man in his early twenties, it was a time of great need, and inciting those primal longings didn’t take much.

Strangely, however, Cloudhawk managed to bring himself back from the brink every time. At key moments, a beautiful figure dressed all in white intruded on his memory.

He would close his eyes and feel those cold lips against his. He could feel the hot tears against his cheeks. In all his life, no one had ever made him feel like that…

Was this what it felt like to truly care for someone? The next image to cross his mind was Dawn.

Although Dawn was no threat to Selene in appearance or talent, both women were incredible. Dawn wasn’t the same cold, aloof presence as Selene. She was the kind who always went right for what she wanted and did exactly what she thought was right.

Cloudhawk wasn’t an idiot.

The difference in Dawn’s persona over time was obvious to anyone, as were her feelings for Cloudhawk. But, their relationship was different, more like what he had with Luciasha. He and Asha had been like siblings – he loved her like a sister, and she filled an emptiness in his heart that was left by a lack of family. To him, Dawn was like a dear and important friend.

Strange…

Cloudhawk hardly had any romantic experiences, and now, suddenly, he felt like he was drowning in them. Those lurid thoughts Hellflower summoned within him vanished, leaving her with scowls and eyes filled with resentment.

But, Cloudhawk wasn’t sure how long this would go on. Day after day with a woman like her, his defenses would eventually crumble. So, he cut to the chase and just asked her directly why she wanted him to remain in the Vale.

“Do you really want to know?”

“Bullshit question, of course I do. Are you going to keep me here forever?”

He was beginning to get better. Most of the time, he no longer needed the wheelchair. Hellflower knew it was time to come clean, but it would be difficult to directly explain the mission Wolfblade had assigned her. So, she took him to her laboratory.

“Let me show you something. Then, you’ll understand.”

Woodland Vale boasted a population of around a hundred thousand people. Forty thousand or so were young and healthy. After the Dark Atom came, many of them were selected to harvest the Vale’s most precious asset, the eboncrys fruits growing on the god tree.

Every day, most of these fruits would be delivered to the Dark Atom’s temporary workshops. There, special equipment extracted the fluid from the fruit and condensed them into high-energy eboncrys. They had uses for the husks as well, using them as nourishment for the dragons.

Cloudhawk was made familiar with the process, but nothing about it seemed strange. The whole reason the Dark Atom came to the Vale was to have access to eboncrys, wasn’t it?

“Look.” Hellflower walked into the lab, donning a pair of goggles and gloves. She plucked up a small cube of eboncrys with a set of tweezers. “This small cube releases the equivalent of ten tons of fuel, if you know how to extract it. Do you know what this means?”

“If you can retrofit your vehicles to run off eboncrys, you won’t need to refill nearly as often.”

“That’s right. It would completely revolutionize how we get around. Our world is massive, but we only know so little of it. The farthest any wastelander has traveled is about five hundred kilometers – even Elysian maps only measure out about five thousand. The primary reason for this is because fuel is so difficult to store and accumulate. The wastelands are dangerous, expansive, and convoluted, with no way to get energy along the way.”

Cloudhawk nodded to indicate he understood.

Elysian warships used eboncrys powder, which was a highly efficient fuel source that allowed their vehicles to cross vast distances. It also produced the energy necessary to power their pylons, both for attack and defense.

However, Elysians rarely explored the outside world. How big was this place, really? Was Skycloud the only godly realm around?

Cloudhawk was willing to boldly suggest that was not the case. When he was connected to the Cloud God’s consciousness, he could feel the other gods. Most were very far away – probably in the place legends called Mount Sumeru. However, there were also many that were separate from them, spread out in distant places. What’s to say they weren’t just like the Cloud God, patrons of their special realm?

The world was big. Humans had a small view of it. Woodland Vale had the means to show humans how little they really knew.

“Of course, in addition to powering the Dark Atom’s manufacturing industry, it can also be used to create and power many powerful weapons.” Hellflower paused to open her coat, revealing her long, milky-white legs. A pistol was strapped to her thigh. “Look here, my latest invention.”

The gun’s construction was simple and straightforward at first glance. It looked much like any other crude wastelands weapon. However, its body was unique as it was not in any way polished or refined. It made the weapon look especially crude by modern standards. A faint green hue was visible in the black gunmetal.

This was the Dark Atom’s latest military invention, made from a combination of alloy and powdered dragon scales. The combination created a metal thirty percent stronger than normal and twenty percent more fire-resistant.

Hellflower went on, “We call it a crysgun, and right now, it’s the only one we’ve managed to make. It’s a pure energy weapon, created through wastelander ingenuity, powered by an eboncrys cell. Try it.”

Cloudhawk took the gun from her and aimed at a stone not far away. When he pulled the trigger, he didn’t feel any kickback or hear the rapid expansion of gas from a barrel. Instead, he saw a streak of energy streak from the front of the weapon that blasted the rock into gravel.

It packed quite a punch, comparable to a large caliber rifle in handgun form.

Hellflower stared at him with a satisfied smirk on her face. “Much better than your average weapon, don’t you think?”

She wasn’t wrong. Quiet, low waste, no need for cumbersome bullets or gunpowder, and strong. If they managed to mass-produce these, it would make wastelander fighters a lot more dangerous.

“And this is just a small sample of what we’re capable of. There’s a lot we can change and improve.” Her words were haughty and filled with excitement. “I’ve got three hundred scientists working day and night to develop new weapons. Soon, we’ll have crys-rifles, crys-missiles, crys-grenades – you name it. Beyond weapons and transportation, this practically limitless energy has the potential to change the life of every wastelander.”

No wonder people had been fighting so desperately for control of this place. Its store of eboncrys was beyond priceless.

After the Cloud God lost its connection to the rest of the gods, the realm it lorded over was left in a state of uncertainty. It made for the perfect opportunity for an organization like the Dark Atom to take advantage of.

“You’ve spoken a lot, but I still don’t see how any of this has anything to do with me.”

“What are you in such a rush about? I’m getting to the best part!”

Hellflower returned the gun to its holster before leading Cloudhawk further into the lab. They crossed a number of checkpoints as they penetrated deeper into the more secret areas.

“We’re still in the very early stages of understanding eboncrys and what it can do. I’ve looked through our archives, but there has never been mention of this incredible source of energy. All that can mean is that it has never been encountered in the world prior to now. It only appeared in our world after the cataclysm, making its history and origins very mysterious.”

“So?”

“Well, we know that the Temple uses eboncrys to repair broken relics. By extension, it’s clear that eboncrys is a fundamental component in their creation.” She paused and gave Cloudhawk a searching look. “We have enough of it now to attempt to make our own relics!”

His eyes were as big as saucers. “What are you saying? You’re telling me you can make relics?”

“The process of relic creation has been a closely-guarded secret,” she explained. “Part of the reason for Skycloud’s supremacy is their many demon hunters. You only need to look at Arcturus to know what that means. Looking further, much of the reason why humans worship gods is because they bequeath these incredible artifacts to them as divine gifts. If we can delve into the forbidden knowledge of these creatures and learn to master their secrets, we can undermine their tyranny and become our own gods!”

Shock was an understatement.

If she could actually do what she said, it could mean a fundamental change to the world as they knew it. Who knows? Perhaps one day, the wastelands would have their own army of demon hunters… No. They wouldn’t be demon hunters but godslayers.

“So you’re trying to create relics.”

“That’s right, but we don’t yet have the methods.” She stopped and fixed him with a pointed stare. “What we do have is you!”

For a moment, he thought he heard wrong. When did he learn how to make artifacts?

“This is what Wolfblade says,” she explained. “You were born with the innate talent to sense a relic’s resonance. There are few people anywhere in the world who understand them better than you do. So, you are the only person capable of breaking the mystery. You’re our only hope to learn how to make relics of our own.”

Indeed, Cloudhawk had a rather unique skill. He’d always had the ability to hear relics, sort of like someone plucking a string. Different relics had different frequencies, and over time, he’d learned to recognize their various melodies. Through it, he could determine a relic’s type, attributes, and whether or not it was intact. Maybe she was right. Maybe in time, he could learn to use this skill to pierce the very essence of what made a relic.

He had to admit that the prospect was exciting. Imagine if one day, he was able to build any artifact as he pleased. He would hold the secret to incredible power and wisdom. But how?


107 / Making an Exorcist Staff


Hellflower led Cloudhawk away from the lab, stating they were going to meet someone.

Cloudhawk was surprised when she brought him to none other than the new Shepherd god, Autumn. As relics fell under the purview of the gods, who better to inquire about the process of their manufacture than a former Supreme?

Hellflower’s musings rang in Cloudhawk’s ears, stoking his interest. Since he wasn’t going anywhere for the time being and he wasn’t going to be able to improve his physical prowess until he recovered, it was better to work on other skills than just be pushed around the Vale like an invalid. At any rate, the idea of making his own relics was an interesting one, he had to admit.

But when Autumn saw him, her face immediately took on a sour hue.

Seeing the familiar face scrunched in such an expression of distaste, Cloudhawk was similarly bitter. The Autumn he knew was a simple girl, but after the Shepherd god stole her body, that face showed nothing but haughty arrogance. What he saw in that expression was the deep-held belief that no one mattered but herself.

Did she think she was still a god? Still, he was here to ask for a favor, and sometimes, that meant giving up your pride.

Wolfblade’s suggestions rang through Autumn’s mind. She squelched the murderous intent that always seemed to rise when Cloudhawk was near, for she knew it would only awaken protests from the human soul within her. She hated having her domination undermined, so the longer she could ignore it, the better. Perhaps, with time, the girl will grow weak and vanish of her own accord.

“You want to learn to create artifacts?” A light flashed through her eyes after Cloudhawk explained their aim. Her lips curled into a derogatory smirk. “Do you think that an insignificant mortal like yourself can wield the power of creation?”

“Hellflower claims I have a talent for it. I’m confident that if a god or demon can do it, so can I.” Cloudhawk was neither humble nor arrogant in his delivery. “Before you left, you were an important god among your race. You must know how to do it.”

“Why don’t you ask Wolfblade? He knows more than-”

Seeming to recognize that she was saying something she shouldn’t, Autumn immediately cut herself off before she could finish the thought. Cloudhawk was, of course, curious, and her efforts only made him pay closer attention to the slip. According to her, Wolfblade was the one to talk to.

“Mortal, I have no qualms telling you that you will fail.” Autumn didn’t want him to pose any further questions. She denied him flat out. “Although I am a mighty god, even I do not wholly understand the process of creating relics. In truth, there are few gods who are privy to this special knowledge.”

“You were one of their leaders, weren’t you? Even with your status, you weren’t allowed to know how to make relics?”

“Foolish mortal!” Autumn looked down her nose at him dismissively. “It is the God King who holds the chief position among the gods. The Supremes are merely his immediate subordinates. We are all possessed of different powers, and though our positions may be high in the hierarchy, there are many whose strength is no less imposing than the Supremes.”

Cloudhawk frowned. “Then what sort of gods create relics?”

“There is a small class of gods among us with unique capabilities. They are the ones with the sole power of relic creation. To us, they are known as Artisans. As for demons, my knowledge is limited. However, I know that the Demon King and a handful of the most prominent demons possess this ability. Their most storied Artisan is Second Demon Elder Belial.”

“Wait, wait, hold on,” Cloudhawk cut her off. “I thought you gods shared all your wisdom?”

“Stupid creature. You think that since you’ve learned a little of our ways, you now understand godly existence?” She seemed almost offended. “If the entirety of human knowledge was collected into an interconnected web, would one being be capable of absorbing it all?”

“Of course!”

“Stupid, stupid thing. Merely speaking with vermin like you is an offense to my status as the great Shepherd God.”

Autumn had to hold back the urge to slap Cloudhawk’s head off his shoulders. In reality, Cloudhawk felt the same. She was human now, despite whatever lofty bullshit was in her head. It was done when she severed her connection to the other gods. What was foolish was going on calling herself a mighty god.

The total population of gods was relatively small, though they were all born with incredible and unique powers. It was true that they all had access to the unified knowledge and strength of their people, but even for gods, there were limits to the knowledge their individual minds could hold.

It was rather like the internet from the ancient age, when humanity’s collected knowledge was easily accessible to anyone. Or, like the expansive library of Nucleus, deep in the bowels of the Blisterpeaks. There was such a vast sea of knowledge that no single person could hope to grasp it all in their lifetime.

“Artisanal powers are a rare thing, perhaps one in a hundred among the gods. Among the demons, it is even less common. For this reason, in the Great War, the gods were able to equip demon hunters to aid in the destruction of their enemies while the demons were forced to fight on their own. As for humans, it is impossible for them to possess this skill. If indeed it has awakened within you, then only Wolfblade has your answer.”

The awakened talent she spoke of was Cloudhawk’s ability to hear relics. He never thought it was such an amazing skill except to help him discover relics or when demon hunters were using them nearby. Now, however, he was beginning to understand. It was exceedingly rare to have this skill, so much so that in the whole history of demon hunters, there had only ever been a handful. He was beginning to appreciate it more.

“Alright, insignificant one. I grow tired of speaking, so I’ll make this short.” Autumn had run out of patience. “While I do not know the precise methods of relic creation, I am somewhat familiar with the process. If you refuse to accept the futility of it, then the first thing you should learn is how to understand relics.”

“How’s that?” he asked.

“Destruction.” Her answer was simple. “More powerful relics are beyond the ken of you lowly mortals. Begin with an exorcist rod. Dismantle it, learn its properties, and then see if you can remake it with your own capabilities. If you succeed, then seek me out again.”

Autumn waved at them dismissively, and they left.

It just so happened that Cloudhawk had plenty of exorcist rods in storage. Now was as good a time as any to give them a purpose.

Hellflower pushed Cloudhawk back to the labs. They each set about their individual tasks, with Cloudhawk first retrieving a rod and handing it to Hellflower. She started by running experiments on it to determine its physical makeup.

The exorcist rod was widely considered the most basic of demon hunter relics – to the point that it was hardly considered a relic at all. It was more like a novice’s training tool, a psychic multiplier. It was the perfect object to begin their efforts with.

If it was so simple, there was no reason Cloudhawk couldn’t find out how to make it.

Hellflower’s efforts determined that the rods were made of special Elysian alloys. It was especially sturdy, tough, and resistant to both fire and acid. It was certainly a material gifted to the Elysians by their gods. No wastelander procedure was capable of making material like this.

She was further able to detect another faint signature of another substance: eboncrys powder. As she suspected, eboncrys was somehow involved in relic creation, and this confirmed it. In addition to being a stabilizing compound, it was also added to the smelting process. From empowering ordinary metals to repairing broken relics, eboncrys was the key.

Hellflower was preparing to share this information with Cloudhawk, but when she turned, she was shocked at what she discovered.

Cloudhawk was seated before an exam table with piles of slag strewn before him. In his hands were orbs of green fire, which burned into a blackening rod. The sturdy material was melting like it was made of ice cream and was dripping onto the table.

Castigation Fire was incredible to behold.

After what she learned about the rod, seeing it appear so fragile was a shock. It just peeled away. She watched carefully and discovered that while the makeup of the weapon was simple, something unique was created as it burned away.

In trying to determine what made up a rod, she had, of course, cut one apart. In doing so, she hadn’t discovered anything out of the ordinary. Castigation Fire, on the other hand, seemed capable of extracting whatever this strange material was. It had a low melting point, reminding her of mercury, but quickly vanished into a mist. As the vapors hung in the air, they quickly gathered into motes of light.

Cloudhawk took up a container made from the same material as an exorcist rod and captured some of the strange material inside of it. It glimmered with light like he’d managed to bottle a star.

“What is this?”

“Dunno. But every relic has this inside them. It doesn’t seem like a solid or liquid... not really a gas either. It is present in the core of every relic I’ve encountered – kind of like a… spirit? Doesn’t seem like it is produced by any scientific experiments. However, Castigation Fire appears to extract it.

Cloudhawk’s ability to absorb a relic’s power seemed tied to this. Castigation Fire extracted the ethereal core of the tool and assimilated it inside him.

What Cloudhawk didn’t know was that Castigation Fire was the work of a Demon Lord. It was a relic created by one of the few demonic Artisans and was designed specifically to aid in relic creation.

“It’s hard to believe.” Hellflower picked up the container, pushed aside her bangs, and peered through her goggles at it. Her eyes sparkled with the reflection of the stuff. “This is definitely some new technology used by gods and demons.”

“Yeah?”

“I suspect it’s some sort of quantum energy humans have been unable to detect until now. A demon hunter’s attuned psyche is able to resonate with this power, creating some kind of mutual resonance. The combination changes the fundamental properties of the world around them, restructuring things on a subatomic level. That’s how they’re able to summon stuff like fire, ice, stone, or cut air from nothing.”

At the very fundamental level, all things were connected through strings. How each string resonated determined its qualities. In a way, while humans saw the world as all manner of different things, at their very core, everything was exactly the same. If one had the ability to change a frequency, then, in theory, one could change water to metal, stone to grass, air to trees – whatever one wanted.

This was known as string theory.

Hellflower wasn’t one for myths and esoteric theories. She was a firm believer in the infallibility of science. Anything and everything had an explanation. Only, this mysterious new force was outside the realm of current human capabilities to comprehend. That’s what made it difficult to understand, but not impossible.

Cloudhawk didn’t understand much of her explanation. Really, all he cared about was that it was this strange substance that he resonated with and that it was part of the relic creation process.

“Yes, that must be it. First, we need a suitable vessel to contain the substance.” Hellflower fiddled with her goggles, something she did when she was excited. “The vessel itself must possess suitable energy. That’s why they use eboncrys in its construction.”

“You can’t imitate the materials the gods use, can you?”

“That would be very difficult, especially since we know so little about it. Even if we understood the composite materials, it would take a lot of experimentation to figure out the manufacturing process. However, just because we can’t imitate it doesn’t mean we can’t find a suitable substitute.”

She pointed at the gun strapped to her thigh as a means of emphasizing her point.

“The alloy we’ve created with powdered dragon scales – something I call dragon iron – only needs a little eboncrys powder to create something akin to this godly material. The results would, unfortunately, be inferior, but we can see if it passes muster for our purposes.”

This was why Wolfblade liked Hellflower so much. She was a clever and talented woman.

Both she and Cloudhawk were growing all the more excited over their experiments. They began the next phase without hesitation.

Hellflower created a mold of dragon iron, and Cloudhawk was responsible for infusing it with the secret substance. It didn’t take long for them to forge a makeshift exorcist rod of their own, which included that mysterious material.

“Success!”

A black exorcist rod sat inert on the table before them.

Their creation methods were crude – but perhaps, this was to be expected, seeing as this was a wastelander copy of Elysian technology. Cloudhawk was also just an amateur artificer who did this largely by hand. The gods would, of course, have a way to mass-produce these things. His creation could certainly never stand up to a godly product in terms of precision and quality.

“Let me see how it works.”

Cloudhawk reached for the rod and poured his will into it. The two began to resonate almost immediately. And then -

Boom!

An explosion ripped through the laboratory.


108 / The Refiner


Cloudhawk’s arm was nearly blown off. Hellflower was forced to perform emergency triage to save it.

Luckily for him, his innate danger sense warned him moments before the blast. It gave him just enough time to throw the rod away. It was about three meters away when it detonated. Any closer and Cloudhawk would definitely have lost the arm.

Hellflower quickly did what she could for the damaged limb. “What happened? It looked perfectly fine. Why did it explode?”

Cloudhawk paid no mind to his wounded arm. He scowled, brows knit, as he considered that very question.

Hellflower’s dragon iron and the Elysian material were similar enough that it shouldn’t be the cause. He figured it had to have something to do with the strange substance at the relic’s heart. Apparently, they couldn’t just stuff it into anything and expect it to work. There had to be some rule to how it was disseminated… if it wasn’t, the substance became unstable when a catalyst was introduced. Cloudhawk had rushed to test it before giving the idea any serious thought and was nearly crippled because of it.

Hellflower went on, “You can’t continue now. Heal a little before we try again.”

“No, I want to try once more.” Cloudhawk needed to test his new theory. “If I can’t even make an exorcist rod, how can I call myself a refiner?”

Refiner? Was Cloudhawk giving himself a new profession? That was a little out of order, but Cloudhawk was obsessed with the idea of making his own relics.

Hellflower couldn’t convince the obstinate man otherwise, so she instead chose to help. She gathered personal protection equipment from around the lab, which included a reinforced glove that would at least mitigate any more potential damage. It seemed necessary, seeing as their simple initial experiment had already nearly destroyed the lab.

Bang!

Their second effort failed similarly to the first. Cloudhawk glowered in irritation. He clutched the fragments of the rod for a long time while he pondered the problem. Eventually, they fixed it and tried again.

BANG!

A third attempt ended with nothing but ringing ears and shards of dragon iron.

They tried again. A fourth experiment, a fifth, a sixth…

By the end, Cloudhawk was at his wit’s end.

The angrier he got, the more his head hurt, as his mental injuries still hadn’t healed. But, he was learning from his mistakes. He discovered that part of the mystery of the exorcist rod lay in the specific arrangement of the strange matter.

Once extracted from a working exorcist rod, that specific arrangement was lost. It was obvious that if he wanted this to work, he would need to further refine the strange matter before putting it into a vessel. Only once he had the pattern right could the two blend seamlessly.

So the problem was using his talent to reverse engineer a relic’s pattern. It was about as easy as a man with no music training writing down a complicated orchestral score by ear. It would definitely require some effort.

Six to seven hours passed. Night had fallen across the Vale. Hellflower left to make Cloudhawk a bowl of soup to nourish him while he worked.

When she returned, she saw the half-wrapped mummy seated with a rod in his hands and a small smile tugging the edges of his lips.

The young man wasn’t particularly tall, strong, or handsome, but he had an alluring persistence to him ever since he appeared before her. That sort of dogged determination was rare to come across. It’s part of what made him special and attractive.

It was no wonder he was often surrounded by exceptional women.

She watched him as he sat lost in concentration. He looked quite charming.

Cloudhawk didn’t know it when she came back. His mind was too busy, focused on the task at hand. Behind his eyes, he saw countless threads that were vibrating, creating a melody, and threading together into a perfect tapestry.

He was beginning to understand. Little by little, patterns were beginning to emerge in the chaos. Castigation Fire snaked from his palm and once again quenched the dragon iron rod in his hands. Once more, he inserted the structured portion of that mysterious substance.

“This time, it should work.”

Cloudhawk held the rod tightly and walked over to a practice target. Hellflower watched, a little nervous. He was obsessed, she saw the signs. Good things rarely came from that.

She was a practiced researcher, and empirical evidence proved that experiments rarely succeeded so easily. Often, those experiments that seemed simple on the surface really required hundreds of attempts to perfect.

Hummmmm!

She heard the buzz worm into her ear. That wasn’t the explosion she was expecting. She looked at Cloudhawk, and her eyes went wide, for the rod in his hands had activated. The wind was picking up as its head spun. Sparks danced in the vicinity.

Cloudhawk swung at the target, blasting it into pieces.

“You did it… you did it!” Hellflower couldn’t contain her excitement, rushing over to Cloudhawk and wrapping him up in a hug. “Incredible! You really are a prodigy and just so damn attractive!”

Cloudhawk was keenly aware of the large, firm, but pliable masses pressed against him. The devil woman was doing it on purpose.

But whatever her ploys, she was right. This was something to be excited about.

Even in the Elysian lands, their most basic exorcist rods required help from the gods to create. Cloudhawk had just managed to make one all by himself. It required more testing, of course – it probably wasn’t very stable, and in terms of quality, it didn’t match the item it was based on – but it was, at least, a successful start.

By making a relic on his own, even a basic one like this, it meant that humans were no longer reliant on the gods for these tools. It was the beginning of a new era, an epochal discovery.

Dawn the next day.

Cloudhawk brought their successful experiment before Autumn.

She took the crude item in her hands and examined it closely. The surprise on her face spoke volumes. While exorcist rods were the very simplest of items for a god to create, for a mortal to uncover its secrets in under a day was nothing short of extraordinary. It completely upended her expectations.

Cloudhawk addressed her, “I’ve proven I can do it. Tell me the next step. Exorcist rods are not enough. This basic-level shit is useless to me. I need something that’ll give me a real sense of accomplishment.”

“Now that you’ve managed to create one, you’ve shown you understand the fundamental nature of a relic.” Autumn’s haughty, superior air had softened ever so slightly. After all, Cloudhawk had managed to achieve something she would struggle to complete. Despite her discourteous bearing, he had proven himself to be more than a typical mortal worm. “In creating a relic, there are two challenges for you to overcome: materials and anima.”

By now, they understood the problem of materials. Wastelanders couldn’t make the stuff they used to create real exorcist rods. It was surely only going to be more difficult as they tried with more complicated relics. All the knowledge and techniques of the gods remained a mystery, but from what they knew, it was a thousand years beyond even what prehistoric man had achieved.

Anima – as she called it – was even more difficult to fathom. Of course, she meant the mysterious substance they found in the rods. It was completely outside the scope of human knowledge and defied any technology they had to try and learn more about its makeup. In fact, the only person who could work with it was Cloudhawk, thanks to his unique talent. In being able to “hear” relics, he was actually capable of connecting on a deeper level with a relic’s anima.

Cloudhawk had no way to solve their materials problem. That fell on Hellflower’s more erudite shoulders. She had access to a team of scientists and equipment, but even then, it had been so long since the ancient knowledge was lost. Even with all of Hellflower’s genius, she would be hard-pressed to overcome the gap between what the wastelands could provide and Elysian ingenuity. Instead, her task was to invent viable substitutes.

What Cloudhawk did have was the talent necessary to learn the secrets of anima. However, the substance defied easy explanation. He was starting from zero, which made a difficult task that much harder. He was pioneering an entirely new subject of study, like a babbling infant trying to unravel the secrets of language.

It would require Hellflower and Cloudhawk both to succeed in their ambitious aim. They had many daunting challenges to overcome.

Autumn went on, “Your next step will be to dismantle a large number of relics and extract the anima within. Use it to study its rules, properties, and structure. The process will require a great deal of time and a veritable treasure trove of relics.”

His bitter expression made his thoughts obvious. How was he supposed to do that? If he had a horde of relics, he wouldn’t need to go through this bullshit in the first place. He’d just pick up a relic and use it. The whole purpose of learning to make relics was so that he had them at his disposal.

His dispirited expression brought Autumn’s typical haughty smile back to the surface. “You ignorant child, you have a treasure before you but don’t even see it.”

“What?”

“You have the Demon King’s phase stone. With it, you can stride dimensions and seek out lost relics. Most that you will discover will be broken, but that doesn’t matter for your purposes.”

Now, he was beginning to understand.

She was suggesting using the phase stone to find relics discarded by the Demon King. It wasn’t unthinkable since Cloudhawk had done just that before – albeit by accident. His invisibility cloak, the Phoenix Furnace he gave Selene, and Oddball were all relics he snagged from other dimensions.

“Why did gods and demons appear in this dimension anyway? Why do they stick around?”

“I don’t know. The gods’ collected knowledge pays no heed to questions such as this. It is the same for demons. All I know is that the God King has commanded us from this plane ever since I came into being.”

What a strange fact… But Cloudhawk put it out of his mind for now. He went on, “Using the Demon King’s stone isn’t easy. So far, I’ve only been able to teleport to one specific stable nearby dimension. I have no idea how to go about moving to other places.”

“Fool! That is because your inheritance is not complete!” Autumn explained, “The Demon King once commanded perfect control over dimensional power. Were it not for the God King’s temporal abilities, no one would have had the ability to stand against him.”

“So you’re saying there is no better method?”

“Of course there is!”

The voice came from behind them. Wolfblade regarded the group with his arms crossed in front of his chest. Both he and Abaddon approached. Immediately, an uncomfortable and disgruntled sensation filled Cloudhawk’s chest. He much rather would have suffered the pride of a fallen god than these two.

Wolfblade didn’t notice Cloudhawk’s discomfort, or perhaps, he simply chose to pay it no mind. “Follow me. You will know what to do once we arrive.”

Wolfblade had been conspicuously absent for the last few days, but that didn’t mean he wasn’t paying close attention to his young charge. In fact, Hellflower delivered reports on his actions and behavior every day. Every single thing Cloudhawk said or did, Wolfblade knew. Or perhaps, as always, everything he did was unwittingly at the enigmatic man’s behest.


109 / Leading Through


Wolfblade led Cloudhawk into the interior of an unassuming tree. Within it was a strange tower-like structure about three meters tall. Its exterior was covered in eboncrys, and Cloudhawk sensed the mysterious energy wafting from it the moment he stepped close.

It came off the tower in pulses. He recognized it as similar to structures in Skycloud, the largest of which was in the center of Skycloud City itself affixed to the top of the Temple. While it didn’t look all that complicated, Cloudhawk was certain no human hands could create towers like these.

It was created by gods and demons.

“This is a Scryspire. It saw common use in the Great War. Channeling a detection-type relic through it will greatly extend and strengthen its effects. Nothing in its sphere of influence can remain hidden, so they were constructed at important locations for safety and information.”

“And what does this have to do with me?”

“Simple; items are not living things, but people are. And who can say that Scryspires are just used for spying? Think – you cannot control the phase stone’s dimensional teleportation abilities, likely because your perception is still inadequate. You cannot sense these different dimensions or how to access them.”

“So you’re saying that this tower can help me feel all the different dimensions?”

“At the very least, it will strengthen your current perception. I wouldn’t go so far as to expect it to allow you to peer into the deepest layers of the multiverse, however.” Wolfblade paused for a moment before going on. “Once you’ve assimilated all of the Demon King’s inheritance, you will no longer need outside help to do this. The true Demon King is a master of spatial dominion. Barriers between realities mean nothing to him. However, if or until you reach that point, this tower is your best bet.”

Cloudhawk frowned, thinking over the information.

He wasn’t sure how useful Wolfblade’s suggestions were. It wasn’t like he was in the best shape to go traipsing through other realities.

On the one hand, he was still recovering from his psychic wounds. Who was to say that doing something this mentally taxing wouldn’t make his situation worse? Maybe it would make his injuries permanent, leaving him disabled.

On the other hand, no one knew what waited for him across the veil. There could be any manner of creatures looking for a meal, and he’d be powerless to protect himself. Based on previous experiences, he knew that sometimes, the stone could drop him in dangerous places. Since he was so much weaker now, there was the real threat that a surprise danger could spell his end.

“With help from the Shepherd and Hellflower, this shouldn’t be a problem for you.” Wolfblade didn’t even need to ask. He knew what Cloudhawk’s concerns were. “The Shepherd God’s flute can accomplish many amazing things. Any other dangers you encounter can be handled by Hellflower. I do not suspect you have anything to worry about.”

Wolfblade had prepared everything. What else could Cloudhawk say?

Take things as they come. Cloudhawk was, of course, aware that all of this had been prepared for his benefit, and it was not something they could throw together in a couple of days. Wolfblade must have been making preparations for this even before Cloudhawk came to Woodland Vale.

What the hell are you up to, Wolfblade?

Well, he had no answers. Master how to make relics first and then, he would probably find out what this was all about.

Cloudhawk had always been the sort to be dissatisfied with his life. He might as well see what other realities held in store, the dangers be damned.

It wasn’t like this would be his first time. He’d leaped across dimensions a couple of times, although only briefly and only once on command. It wasn’t a process he’d explored deeply, so he was excited to learn more about it.

The two attractive women who’d followed them moved at a glance from Wolfblade.

Hellflower was excited and eager. She wasn’t known for being adventurous, but this was completely uncharted territory they were exploring. She was excited about the opportunity to learn something totally new, especially with Cloudhawk.

Autumn was precisely the opposite. Her displeasure hung in the air like a cloud, and to her, Wolfblade was clearly pushing the boundaries. Did he honestly expect her to agree to help this pathetic mortal? He was treating her like a subordinate – her, a mighty god, in her own domain! If she willed it, the very earth would rise up to expel these irritating gnats from her presence.

Yet, while she railed against the prospect internally, she didn’t protest. Instead, with a scowl on her face, she stepped into the tower with the others.

The tower’s interior was simple, empty. The walls were etched with strange archaic patterns, and as Cloudhawk walked in, the outside world seemed to dim into the background.

All there was inside was a small doorway.

Cloudhawk turned to Autumn. “I’m going to start.”

She sniffed in response but put the flute to her lips and began to blow. Melodious tones hung in the air, which seemed to sharpen Cloudhawk’s focus like being dunked in cool water. Clearly, the Shepherd God’s powers were not just offensive but also supportive. He could feel it shoring up his mental powers. Cloudhawk was reminded that the power of a god ran much deeper than what he saw on the surface.

Between the Shepherd’s power and the tower’s aid, Cloudhawk could feel his mind’s reach expanding.

Wolfblade definitely hadn’t been lying. He shut his eyes and summoned the stone’s power from within him. His will reached out around, seeping like water to fill the tower’s interior. The pulsing of his mental powers sped up which caused the space to fill with even more energy. The air rippled visibly from it.

Yes… Cloudhawk could feel it. Everything was much clearer than he was used to.

Every thread of his psychic power was like a tentacle, an extension of himself that reached out into the ether. As he focused, a single thought crystallized in his mind: the universe he knew was far more segmented and far vaster than he ever could have imagined. They sat on top of one another like layers of cloth.

His will was like a sharp, heavy stone dropped onto those layers. If he used enough force, he could pierce the barriers and slip through to the space between. That’s how he phased between places.

All Cloudhawk needed was the will to see it done, and he could leap into one of these folds he could touch.

The first layer was one he was familiar with. It was the dimension he visited often, where everything had experienced some terrible cataclysm and lay in broken pieces. He didn’t know what happened to that world, only that it was uncomfortably similar to the one he came from. It made it easier to shuffle back and forth on a whim.

It was all so novel, so unexpected. The idea that there were so many dimensions, extending far beyond his vision, was completely new to him. He figured there was no point in entering the ruined dimension this time, so he poured more of his will through the tower to extend his consciousness. He reached out towards the next barrier.

It was hard. That ache had crept into his mind once again even with the Shepherd’s help. Strenuous though it was, after a few moments, he felt some of the resistance part and knew he’d reached into the next dimension.

It was all so… incredible. Cloudhawk was amazed that his mind was reaching out through space to other realities.

“Got it!” His eyes popped open, and he looked at Hellflower. “We’re ready to go.”

She stared back with obvious surprise. Go? What was he talking about? For all her intelligence, the wastelands’ arguably greatest scientist was at a loss. This was entirely outside of everything she knew, beyond what science could explain.

“The first time you slip through, it will feel uncomfortable. Relax as much as you can and it’ll pass quickly.” He reached out and grasped Hellflower. Then, a scene she couldn’t quite process followed. The two of them rippled like the air that surrounded them and then swirled in on themselves like whirlpools. As Cloudhawk spaghettified into nonexistence, he gave Autumn an appreciative nod. “Thank you.”

Then, they were gone.

Autumn couldn’t help but be entranced by this strange and mysterious power. It reminded her of the old Demon King, a creature who strode the multiverse as he willed, who no one could stand against. He traveled where he pleased, whenever he liked, and no one could follow.

The Shepherd God had battled against the Demon King, once. It nearly destroyed her.

She remembered being dragged into a different dimension where she was bound and made powerless. Subversive thoughts and images intruded on her mind until the Shepherd decided the truth was too much. It was the catalyst that made her choose betrayal, the very first of her kind to turn against her people…

That was the power of the Demon King. The only creature capable of killing him was the God King himself.

A thousand years after the monster’s fall, this was the frail mortal he chose to receive his inheritance? If the mighty Demon King had failed, what chance did this whelp possess? He commanded less than a hundredth of a hundredth of the capabilities of his predecessor, but even if he absorbed all of the former Demon King’s might, he was helpless against the God King’s time powers. Defeat was inevitable.

Autumn stood in silence, feeling the weight on her heart. She felt that ever since becoming human, her emotions had become more… complicated. As a god, she’d never experienced such a riot of feelings. Her people were famously apathetic, acting mechanically on the orders of their king. Emotions were personal things, and “personal” was not associated with the gods.

She was far weaker than she had been yet felt infinitely more alive.
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A wave of dizziness swept through Hellflower, nearly more than she could stomach. Reality fractured into a hundred million pieces all around her, and she was thrown into a chaos of energy. She’d never experienced anything like it, and as her consciousness expanded past the microscopic reality she knew, she felt her horizons stretch out over an infinite – and strangely complete – cosmos.

The discomfort was almost unbearable!

It felt like her mind was being crushed to paste, and although Cloudhawk had warned her, the sensation took her completely off guard.

“Are you alright?”

Cloudhawk stood in front of her, still covered in bandages, with a pudgy little bird on his shoulder. He reached down and helped Hellflower to her feet. It was the first time Cloudhawk had taken someone with him on one of these excursions. Wolfblade had offered Hellflower’s aid for a simple reason: the laws of dimensional travel were that the more powerful the creature trying to pass through, the harder the process was. Hellflower was much more appropriate for Cloudhawk’s current level of skill. Abaddon or Autumn was simply too much for him to handle, for now. Hellflower was just right.

She nodded in response to his question. She was already starting to feel much better.

When Hellflower raised her head, even the level-headed scientist was astounded by what she saw. She was so shocked that she couldn’t speak because the scene that stretched out before her eyes was more incredible than anything she’d ever seen in her entire life.


110 / Exploring


The sky above them was typical of a binary star system. There was no true night, for it was instead replaced by periods of brief twilight before the sister star’s dawn. Most of the time, it was full daylight and hot. A normal person likely wouldn’t have lasted ten minutes in this place before dying of dehydration.

As the travelers looked around, they noticed the broiling suns above. The largest was four times the size of their moon and burned with a pale blue light. It was beautiful and was encased by a blinding and alluring halo. The smaller one was about the size of a pea and was only barely visible.

Surprised couldn’t begin to describe Hellflower’s reaction. She stood there with her mouth literally agape. Yet, the surprises didn’t stop, for in front of them stretched a huge and ancient forest. Instead of the large, thick trees they might have expected, it was instead composed of towering spindly things with enormous mushroom-shaped canopies.

Wait, not mushroom-shaped. They were actual mushrooms!

Those were absolutely gigantic mushrooms! Hundreds, maybe even thousands of them stretched as far as they could see.

The largest of them was about a hundred meters tall or more, and the smaller variety was the size of a thumb. They were easily crushed beneath their feet as the two wandered closer. They came in all different colors as well and were tightly packed together like a sea of fungi. Spores hung in the air, strengthening the powerful impression that they’d stumbled into some surreal dreamscape.

Then, there were the creatures, strange things that fluttered through the air. They darted around, eating the spores that floated around.

Magical, fantastical, incredible!

Hellflower would never have believed such a thing if she hadn’t seen it with her own eyes.

Flora, fauna, environment... everything was completely divorced from the reality they came from. Her attention was snapped back to her side when a gas mask was shoved into her face. Cloudhawk’s hoarse voice warned her, “We can’t be sure these spores aren’t poisonous. Wear this.”

“The closer we get, the more I like you.” Hellflower gave Cloudhawk a coy smirk as she slipped on the mask. Her eyes glimmered as she continued to look around. “It looks like this place has been abandoned except for these small critters. Where should we start looking?”

“That’s where Oddball comes in. It’s been doing nothing but eating and sitting around in the Vale for days like a fuckin’ pig – time for some exercise.”

Oddball chirped at him, peeved at the insult. How could his master say such things? Oddball had been a good companion, training diligently! The pudgy bird lifted off his shoulder and quickly began to swell. Where Oddball was typically about the size of a fist, it suddenly weighed some fifty to sixty pounds and was considerably larger.

This took Cloudhawk by surprise. “Shit, you’ve packed on those pounds! I should start calling you Oddbulge!”

The little thing’s volume had doubled at least, and it kept the same adorable rotund figure. The golden feathers remained, soft and shining, and its round owl-like head was still half-swallowed by the portly form. It was still a ridiculous thing to look at with its round body, big eyes, and stubby wings.

Hellflower’s scientific logic was confounded by what she saw. Physics dictated that a creature that fat with so little lift shouldn’t have been able to fly at all. As she watched, Oddball let out a shrill chirp and started to glow with golden energy.

Like a fiery arrow, it shot into the distance before stopping in midair. It turned its head back towards the two and chirped as though bragging at how much faster it had become.

Cloudhawk shouted after it impatiently, “Stop wasting time! Go find what we’re looking for.”

Oddball’s portly body was incredibly agile, and its field of vision had expanded considerably from before. What’s more, its eyes functioned like x-ray vision, capable of peering through the mushroom caps below. Before long, it spied the remnants of an ancient city nestled in the forest.

They’d come here to find any relics that may have been discarded. An abandoned city was as good a place as any to start their search.

“Let’s go.”

Cloudhawk and Hellflower set off after Oddball.

Aside from the spores, they noted that there wasn’t any other sort of plant life around. Oddly enough, even though the ground was barren, these mushrooms still managed to sprout and grow humongous – out of nowhere, springing up from the sandy dirt. There was no indication that they should have grown so large with so little nutrition.

Strange was the only way to describe this place and its wildlife. Strange and inexplicable.

“It seems this world is in direct sunlight at all times. The earth is parched. I can’t see a drop of water anywhere. It appears this has forced the wildlife to adapt in strange ways – if I had to guess, the fungal surfaces are efficient solar energy collectors. See the wrinkles on the underside?”

Cloudhawk lifted his head to look at what Hellflower was talking about.

Where the exterior was smooth, the inner wrinkles beneath the mushroom caps undulated gently as though it were breathing. Like an animal.

“Its respiration rate is rather quick, suitable for gathering any moisture left in the air. In the same way our breathing works, it is constantly exchanging oxygen for waste material. It is a natural energy reactor. You can almost feel the energy within it. Whatever is left in the soil, it gathers up and, through some complicated chemical process, converts it into the nutrients it needs to flourish.”

Hellflower was almost muttering to herself while she examined the alien flora.

She felt like she’d wandered into a treasure trove of secret information. Cloudhawk, on the other hand, couldn’t care less. He was more concerned about the hidden dangers he knew had to exist. Seeing as this was a completely foreign ecosystem, who knew what sort of things existed here that humans weren’t equipped to guard against?

Hellflower thoughtlessly wandered around, trying to look at everything at once.

“These spores have incredible research value. If they can grow in this environment, what’s to stop them from growing in the wastelands? The barren environment is similar.” Hellflower quickly gathered several dozen mushroom samples and a large number of spores. “Excellent. I’ll bring them back for experimentation.”

Cloudhawk was getting better after his ordeals but still wasn’t completely healed yet. Getting around was a slow and laborious process most of the time. Between his injuries and Hellflower stopping every few steps to gather samples, it was slow going. Eventually, however, they arrived at the ruins of whatever ancient civilization had abandoned this place.

Although it was clear these remains were very old, the dry air kept them largely intact. In fact, many of the buildings were still standing, which revealed that they were very similar in architectural style to Skycloud.

Where did these ruins come from? What kind of culture had this been?

Perhaps more importantly, what happened that caused them to disappear? What terrible power swept through? Was there really nothing left in this sun-scorched planet? Question after question worked its way through their minds.

And then…

Out of the corner of his eye, Cloudhawk spotted a large group of creatures huddling in the ruins. They were odd and oblong, sort of like jellyfish. Tentacles slithered out from elongated bodies and crackled with electricity. One of the creatures slowly extended an appendage, and a streak of lightning blasted forth!

C-rrrACK!

The outsiders were sprinkled with dirt, and a crater appeared inches before their feet.

Cloudhawk’s face fell. “Damn, that looks like it’d hurt. Get rid of them!”

Hellflower’s guns appeared in her hands in a flash. Shots rang out as she emptied her clips in the direction of their attackers. Gaping holes appeared in the jellyfish-like creatures’ bodies. They stopped their attack but only so that they could begin to amalgamate together to form a monstrous thing a dozen meters tall.

What a freakish monster!

Hellflower was frozen in surprise. In the interim, Oddball dashed towards it, piercing through. Oddball moved so fast that it was just a streak of golden light that sliced right through the jellyfish’s soft exterior. It came around for a second pass, diving head-first into the creature.

The jellyfish rapidly began to shrivel up like it was being sucked up from the inside. Its outer membrane cracked, and after a few seconds, it broke apart to waft away on the breeze like snow.

Cloudhawk watched with eyes narrowed. “It was made from mental power.”

Hellflower had never seen anything like it. “What do you mean?”

The expression on his face was strange as he struggled to explain. “I’m not exactly sure how to describe it. It’s not like anything we’ve seen. It was like it was some kind of spirit entity. Both physical and… not. Obviously, we were able to kill it.”

Strange… What was a creature like that doing here?

As the two of them pondered the question, more of the strange creatures were gathering around. Many were the jellyfish sort, but others were even stranger and harder to describe. Where they were all similar was that they floated through the air like gravity didn’t affect them. They were translucent and looked mostly incorporeal. They were like the spirits of the lost civilization, haunting the ruins.

Although Hellflower was curious about the unknown entities, now was not the time for experimentation. Without a second of hesitation, her guns were spitting bullets once more, blasting through whatever tried to get near.

“There are too many of them.” Hellflower’s face was grave. “We can’t stay long.”

Cloudhawk knew they had to make the most of every second. Since stepping into the ruins, he was able to pick out several signatures of nearby relics, but one area was particularly dense. He sent Oddball to go take a look.

The pudgy bird obliged and, upon reaching the area, discovered a sizable basin. More like a crater, actually, where something very big had detonated. He didn’t have a lot of experience with them, but it looked like the aftermath of a nuclear explosion. It wasn’t hard to imagine that it was an ancient war that had spelled this civilization’s downfall. Oddball also spotted several of the spirit creatures hovering near the crater.

The creatures did not fear physical attacks and could only be destroyed by a large onslaught of energy. Luckily, they seemed to be particularly weak against divine beasts like Oddball. The little bird gobbled up the energy they were made of and left them with nothing.

Oddball flapped its stunted wings, causing grit and dust to be pushed out in all directions.

From what they could see, this was what remained of a battle from long ago. Demon hunters probably crawled all over this place in the fight as evinced by the many relics Cloudhawk could sense. Whatever terrible attack took place, countless years in this harsh environment had destroyed most of them. Those had no more anima to speak of and didn’t even resonate any longer.

But there were others. Cloudhawk sensed seven or eight without having to search very hard. Oddball picked up what it could with its beak and flew them back to its master.

Three were gathered in this fashion. But, the strange spirit creatures kept coming, and eventually, they would be overrun. In order to avoid having to fight off an infinite number of enemies, they were forced to travel back to their own dimension.


111 / Returning to the Southern Wilds


It was a significant – if brief – trip. For the first time, Cloudhawk was in control the entire time. There were notable differences from the instances before where he was flung into different dimensions. At last, he was turning this ability into a skill he could manage at will.

Countless dimensions, concealing countless treasures… From now on, he could mine for them as he pleased.

There were still dangers, of course. Cloudhawk had no way of knowing if civilization had been destroyed in every world he visited. If they were, then why? He had so many questions about how all of this was connected to his own reality.

How was the phase stone able to link them all together? Why did everywhere he visited seem to bear the scars of the Great War? Would his own dimension end up like all those others?

His mind was full of questions, but they ran through and passed quickly without answers. Big problems like the inevitable destruction of the world were too big for him to worry about. His only interest was in the treasures left behind. Whether it was discarded relics or crumbling ruins, these new dimensions were filled with valuable remains.

Cloudhawk hoped he had enough time to thoroughly explore them. Without a doubt, these places held the secret to making him stronger.

Hellflower had also earned a bountiful harvest. It didn’t take her long to grow a few samples from the spore planet. According to her, while Cloudhawk didn’t care so much about her efforts, she was convinced they had incalculable value.

Her only regret was failing to capture one of those spirit monsters. Their world had nothing of the sort. Who was to know if they didn’t hold some secret to the mysteries of mental energy? At any rate, this was just the beginning – there would be many more opportunities.
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Late night…

Cloudhawk was sitting alone in his room. Eleven relics were arrayed before him.

They were covered in dirt, and many were rusty, but what did he expect from them after they had been forgotten for thousands of years? Most were ruined, probably due to whatever war killed their owners and being left out in the open afterwards. None were complete enough for him to use directly.

He reached out and picked up a bracelet that hummed with a weak and broken frequency. It was obviously badly damaged but was not completely ruined. The anima within it could still be used; otherwise, Cloudhawk wouldn’t have been able to sense it.

The relic itself wasn’t important. What he needed – and what made a relic useful – was the mysterious energy at its heart. Since this relic wasn’t completely destroyed, did it mean there was a possibility some part of it could be salvaged?

Cloudhawk didn’t know what the repair process in Skycloud’s Temple entailed, but what was clear was that eboncrys was an indispensable part of it. Something about the energy of eboncrys allowed it to mend a relic and its anima.

Why not give it a try? It wasn’t like the Vale lacked eboncrys, and Cloudhawk had a number of relics to practice with. It would be an incredible success if he could figure out how to fix relics.

After making up his mind, Cloudhawk held the bracelet in one hand and a chunk of eboncrys in the other. His palms oozed with a miserable green flame, which began to melt away at both and combine them. However, just as the process was beginning, he heard a series of ominous cracks.

The bracelet shattered into a handful of pieces. He looked down to see its anima seep from the fragments as motes of light and vanish.

Why did he fail? Cloudhawk frowned as he hurriedly collected the shards. They were valuable pieces of his efforts to make new relics, so he wasn’t willing to easily part with them.

His knowledge of relics was very limited, so it was no surprise that his methods were flawed. When summing up his efforts, he judged himself to be too impatient. Perhaps it was foolish to think he could simply combine eboncrys and a broken relic directly. He would have to disassemble the process and take it slowly, step by step.

He tried again two more times, adjusting his approach with each failed attempt. The relics were too damaged, broken beyond repair.

Stubbornness was an integral part of Cloudhawk’s character, so failing in this way was intolerable. After identifying the relics one by one, he picked up a dagger that appeared to have the least damage. If he couldn’t fix this one, Cloudhawk doubted he had the skill necessary to fix anything at all.

It no longer had a handle or handguard. However, the edge was still sharp and gleamed with a chilling light. The air around it was cooler by a few degrees, and the blade itself was crystalline in appearance like an ice sculpture.

A delicate and impressive weapon when it had been whole.

He saw cracks and chips in it now that marred its beauty, like a piece of glass that’d been struck by a hammer. While not beyond all hope, it was in bad shape.

He took a moment to collect his thoughts before taking up a handful of eboncrys and beginning the smelting process. Castigation Fire danced over the black crystals, melting them down in an even manner. He then guided the eboncrys-laden fires over the dagger’s surface.

Castigation Fire rose off the dagger like ghostly tendrils. It slowly seeped into the cracks.

All the while, Cloudhawk held back his power, employing it by painstaking degrees to ensure it wouldn’t destroy the relic. He could sense that the smelted eboncrys was releasing its energy into the blade, and the relic was slowly absorbing it in turn. Finally, a result he was pleased with emerged.

The cracks slowly began to vanish. Before his eyes, the dagger was slowly repairing itself.

This continued for a handful of seconds. When it was done, the dagger looked as good as new. He gave it a gentle toss towards a nearby wall, which sent the blade out in a frigid streak. It buried itself about an inch in, and ice crystals crackled as they stretched out from the point of impact.

Cloudhawk was elated. He did it!

He’d successfully repaired an ancient relic, and that meant more would surely follow. Now that he could recover these treasures from other realms, bring them home, and return them to working order, he was invaluable to anyone. Not only were the relics he fixed useful to himself, but the ones he didn’t want could also be smuggled into Skycloud and sold or provided for wastelander demon hunters. However you cut it, he was a breathing gold mine.

Once he mastered this skill, he would be in huge demand!

His eyes then returned to the other relics. They were all too far gone to be fixed, so their worth lay in taking them apart. He could use any worthwhile material, and reverse-engineering them might teach him something.

Cloudhawk didn’t want to just be a relic handyman, after all.

The creation of relics was – until now – solely the purview of gods and demons. That meant it was a process laden with divine and unholy secrets. By disassembling these relics, there was much he could learn, and he was convinced that he would eventually know enough to be successful.

Then, he would be an Artisan worthy of the name. What use would humanity have for gods and demons then?

Cloudhawk wanted to prove that humans could surpass those all-powerful creatures. He would do things that gods and demons could only dream of.

Wolfblade was, of course, kept abreast of everything that was going on. He approached Cloudhawk one day for a conversation. “I hear you’ve found something you like. Have you given any further thought to your future?”

“Thought? Well, once I figure out this relic thing, I thought I’d establish my own crew. Then, when the time is right, we’ll go back to Skycloud and kill that fucker Arcturus.”

He saw no reason to hide his intentions. It was no secret his greatest foe was Skycloud’s Governor – only, this foe was much too strong for him to deal with alone.

“A fine goal.” Wolfblade’s lips curled into a smile. “You’ve finally realized that it is useless to try and stand alone in this world. You need friends, no matter when and no matter where. People to rely on. I know a place you might be interested in.”

“Oh? What sort of place?”

Cloudhawk was still displeased with his forced house arrest here in the Vale. He would take any opportunity to get out. Only, without help from Wolfblade and the others, he couldn’t continue to gather relics from other dimensions.

“Do you remember Greenland Outpost?” The smile on his face spread wider. “Abaddon and I have been active in the Northern Barrens lately, but we’ve also pooled our resources in the south. Of course, things are complicated here now. With both the Wastelands Alliance and Skycloud out for blood, we haven’t had the mental energy required to look after our other holdings.”

Wolfblade paused for a moment.

“It is distant, safe, and has a fine foundation to run your business. I believe it’s time you went back to your roots and started building a power of your own. Autumn and Hellflower will make for fine companions.”

Was Wolfblade really going to let Cloudhawk go, just like that? And with Autumn and Hellflower?

Hellflower, he could somewhat understand. In her heart, she was a Seeker, so she was always interested in exploring new places and uncovering more secrets. Besides, Greenland Outpost – where the Dark Atom had been operating for years in secret – had all the equipment she needed. What’s more, she could serve as a coordinator with the Vale and ensure that ample amounts of eboncrys were provided for their experiments.

Autumn, on the other hand? That was a strange prospect. Would she really tolerate leaving the Vale for Greenland Outpost?

“Greenland Outpost has rich soil for growth. I am confident you will help it see its full potential. Turn it into a true wastelands power and yourself into a mighty Wastelands King.”

Wolfblade’s words were always hard to read. It was impossible to tell whether he was telling the truth or not. But, Cloudhawk was tired of staying here, so he agreed, without hesitation, to leave for the Outpost he ran from years ago.

Just him, Hellflower, and Autumn.

The old drunk would remain in the Vale and continue his recovery. Wolfblade said it would be another couple of days before he was well enough to see anyone, so Cloudhawk didn’t bother to wait. He left with the two beautiful women, away from the Vale on the back of the great crystal dragon.

Not long after departing, they passed over a mass of ruins below. Wastelands sand had claimed most of it.

He saw a half-ruined lighthouse jutting up at an angle. Even from high overhead, he could see the sun-bleached skeleton hanging from it, picked clean by wild animals.

He remembered this place. Years ago, it had a name: Lighthouse Pointe.

His mind went to a beautiful, kind, and simple soul he used to know.

As far as he knew, she was still in Crescent Moon. He liked to imagine she adopted a large number of homeless wastelander children with Revenant by her side as a protector. Squall probably blew through from time to time, secretly keeping watch. Life was treating her well at last. At least, he hoped.


Epilogue
Death of a Tycoon



Skycloud returned to some semblance of calm.

The people were blissfully unaware of the troubles faced by the Temple. Instead, the public eye was focused on a number of other compelling pieces of news.

First, Arcturus and his chosen commanders were ratified by the Temple. Second, the Polaris family had picked up and left Skycloud, bound for the town that birthed them. The expeditionary force – once under the command of General Skye – was now taking orders from the promising Frost de Winter.

Third was the surprising revelation that Skycloud’s richest merchant family, the Lunaes, had gone bankrupt. Its vast business empire was dissolved, and many of its shops were shuttered. What remained was sold off to other families to try and cover losses. Garuda Lunae, the man responsible for his family’s glorious success, had died.

For the common folk of Skycloud, each one of these revelations was worth gossiping over. Even though it was hardly surprising that Arcturus’s appointment as high military commander was confirmed, it was still the first time in the realm’s history that its highest political and military post was held by the same man.

By right, the Temple had the final say in approving this appointment, and while word was that there had been much debate, Arcturus was given the command when all was said and done. It all felt very rushed.

However, as far as the people were concerned, this was a good thing. For years, Skycloud’s military had suffered setbacks, and this had been inexorably tied to the withering talent of the Polaris family. General Skye had been in his eighties when he fell. While he was a mighty War God in his youth, no one could deny he’d lost steam over the years. At any rate, a single link couldn’t hold a chain together.

What Skycloud needed was a younger, stronger, more capable leader. They found that in Arcturus Cloude. Not only were his abilities as vaulted as the clouds, but he was also renowned for his wisdom and adroitly led the greatest demon hunter family in Skycloud’s history. With qualifications like those, he was uniquely suited for the job of keeping their home safe.

The second piece of news also spawned whispers. By leaving Skycloud, the Polaris family was effectively removing themselves from the noble ranks of the city. It also meant that they held no more influence in the expeditionary force or its leadership. After such a crushing loss, many suspected it wouldn’t be long before the Polaris family faded into obscurity.

How the mighty have fallen! It was amazing to think that the brilliant Polaris family could lose all of its luster overnight. All the citizens sighed over their misfortune.

In comparison, the third piece of news was almost an afterthought. The Lunae family’s patriarch – once the richest man in the realm – was dead. Without his leadership and business acumen, the family had fractured. Now, they were merely a collection of lowly merchants, lingering on without any happy prospects in their future.

If that were all, it would hardly be news, of course. The day Garuda hanged himself, he’d been visited by the newly minted commander of the Drake Corps. Hammont Seacrest was at the Lunae family manor for half an hour before leaving. That night, they discovered Garuda dead in his study.

What did the commander, this relatively unknown man, have to do with Garuda’s suicide? It was fodder for many whispered conversations.

Everyone knew about the Lunae family’s relationship with the expeditionary forces. Garuda had bankrolled the army, putting his whole family’s support behind it. But really, it was more accurate to say that Garuda and his people had thrown their support behind the Polaris family.

Vast was the Lunae family coffers, but in the end, they were just another merchant family. Ingratiating themselves to the Cloude family earned them no respect. While the Cloude family had lost many of its illustrious members in recent days, it was still the greatest family in all of Skycloud. Why would they soil their reputation by cavorting with merchants?

The Polaris family had been Garuda’s best bet, and he tried to solidify their partnership by contributing wealth. What misfortune, then, that the Polaris family patriarch should fall in battle, taking his family’s lofty position with him – as well as all of Garuda’s investments?

Suspicions were that the pressure of his family’s bankruptcy was too much. Garuda hung himself in shame. Others posited that he was killed by Hammont Seacrest, though offered no reason as to why. Only Skycloud’s richest merchant knew the truth, and he could not share his tale. Now, the Lunae family was gone, vanished on the breeze like Garuda’s final death rattle.

Once mighty noble families were now in decline like beautiful foliage turned brown and withered. Halls once crowded with proud representatives now lay empty, having fallen from magnificence to poverty.

A golden-haired young woman stood in the doorway to her former home and looked across its empty spaces. She stepped inside, drawing her eyes across the familiar scenery. The mighty guards that made her feel safe were gone. The maids who catered to her every whim were nowhere to be seen. Only the aging housekeeper approached to greet her.

“Miss, you’ve returned.” The elderly man watched as Claudia Lunae wiped the tears from her face. “The master hasn’t been buried yet. You should go in and say your farewells.”

Claudia nodded and walked towards the reception hall. She was trailed by a young girl with dazzling blue eyes. The old housekeeper saw her but voiced no questions.

The richest man’s viewing was surprisingly demure. He was resting in a simple coffin, a rotund body that had been respectfully groomed. Pale fingers were netted over his chest. If it weren’t for his dull flesh and the lack of movement, one might fool themselves into thinking he was merely sleeping.

A patriarch was gone, and all those who rode his coattails were scattered to the winds. Claudia remembered the richest man in Skycloud as larger than life. Now, he was so vulnerable.

Claudia approached the coffin and stood over her father’s remains. She shut her eyes as a wave of sadness swelled within her. She wasn’t sad for her family’s fall from grace. Her melancholy wasn’t even really for her father’s death. She was sad because she never felt close to any of them. Even now, this sadness didn’t match the sorrow she felt when Raith died.

The man she called her father was about as shrewd as one could be, but he also gave everyone the impression of being somewhat of a dullard. He was determined to guide his family into the circles of power, even going so far as to use his own daughter as a tool towards that end. Yet despite his deepest wishes and efforts, this was the result.

“Claudia, you’ve come back.”

“Mother, how are you doing?”

Claudia saw a haggard middle-aged woman approach. Her brows tightened when she looked closer. While it’d only been a couple of months since the last time she visited, her mother looked to have aged twenty years. Her eyes were lusterless and dull, out of focus, like she wasn’t really present.

Madam Lunae could hardly contain her sorrow. “I can’t see any longer, but… it’s for the best. This world holds too many fatal temptations. Sometimes, being blind is a blessing.”

Claudia reached out to support her mother. That was when she saw the two attendants laden with bags. “You’re preparing to leave?”

“Garuda is gone, as is the family. I’ll be returning to my ancestral home and will grow old there, far away from this place.” Madam Lunae reached out to gently caress her daughter’s face. “I know you never had a good relationship with your family, but he was the head of our clan. He was burdened with that responsibility since the day he was born. I know there were some things you will never accept, but I hope you may come to understand one day. Now that he is gone, you are no longer the rich daughter of a wealthy family. Your future is your own.”

Claudia paused for a few seconds, letting her mother’s words hang between them. “How did he die?”

Her mother shook her head but didn’t answer. She didn’t want to talk about it. Instead, the two shared a final meal under the roof of their abandoned home. Then, Claudia escorted her father’s body to the church for it to be buried. When all was said and done, she watched her mother board a carriage and be whisked away from the city.

Azura raised her head and looked up at her. “Sis, I don’t like this… I miss him.”

Claudia gently ruffled the young girl’s hair. “You’re a wastelander. I shouldn’t have brought you somewhere where you don’t belong. Let’s go. We’ll find your teacher.”

In the end, Claudia decided against enrolling Azura in formal demon hunter training. Shortly after arriving in Skycloud, the two left again, returning to the wastelands.

Along the way, they encountered another contingent of soldiers. Claudia instinctively pushed Azura behind her as they approached.

A familiar-looking man stepped forward, dressed in the uniform of the Talons of God. Claudia recognized him immediately as Cloudhawk’s former second-in-command, Rio Clifton. “Ah, Miss Claudia, it’s you.”

Claudia gave him a searching look. He was traveling with several hundred people, all of whom were packed tight and dressed like merchants. They looked to be in a hurry to leave. Since they were traveling in the same direction, Rio brought Claudia and her young charge into the fold.

A one-armed man brought a carriage around to meet them. Claudia and Azura clambered aboard where they found a woman already inside. She had a head of platinum blonde hair and a well-toned figure. Her beautiful face contrasted with the air of power that hung around her.

Claudia paused when she saw her. “Dawn Polaris?”

“You’re looking for Cloudhawk?” Dawn slowly opened her eyes. Their depths were as calm as a lake surface, conspicuously absent was her typical violent bearing. Instead, she was the picture of a mature woman. “As it happens, so am I.”

Now, Claudia was starting to understand.

This group was what remained of the Polaris family. It consisted of the family’s young and capable as well as most of the Talons of God who served under Skye. With all of them absconding from Skycloud, what did it mean?

Were they defecting? Was that the intention of the Polaris family? What explosive news!

Claudia frowned. “Aren’t you afraid Governor Arcturus will discover what you’re doing?”

“Discover? You think he doesn’t already know?” An alluring and infinitely cold light glimmered behind Dawn’s eyes. “All he needs is an excuse to grind my family into the dirt. He’s happy to watch us leave.”

Claudia didn’t understand. “And yet, you still go?”

“It doesn’t matter whether my family takes back its former glory. We are no match for the Cloudes.” Dawn shut her eyes once again. “Those who’ve chosen to leave with me believe Arcturus is responsible for my grandfather’s death. Cloudhawk may have a way to help me settle the score, so we’re off to find him.”

How did it all come to this…?


Notes


1. The Plutocrat

1 Remember them? We met our first Lunae way back before Cloudhawk entered the wastelands.
2 We met her father, Garuda, briefly on their way to Hell’s Valley.
3 Both men have the character 鹏 in their names, which is a sort of bird. That is what he’s gushing over. And yes, a golden tit is a real bird. I picked it because it’s small, and its name is ridiculous, which is what Garuda is going for. The garuda, however, is actually a powerful legendary bird in Hindu mythology.
2. The New Warden

1 “South Crane” is the kid’s name. This is what cranes sound like!
2 “South Tiger”.
8. Captor and Captive

1 In Chinese medicine, often when someone has mental disorders, we say it is a consequence of “evil wind” stirring. This is the second or third time we’ve seen someone with a wind-type name being called crazy. This is reflected in the characters too. Wind is 风, while crazy is 疯 - a combination of 疒, sick, and 风, wind.
20. Thrall-Collar

1 “Seven Steps to Break Magic/Demons.” I’m not sure why seven is such a trope in Chinese fantasy, but it could be because seven is sometimes used to represent yin, yang, and the five elements (wind, water, fire, wood, earth, metal). Thus, seven could be used as a stand-in to describe the entire universe. I did not include the specific number here (even though it’s in the name) because it felt unnecessarily laden with cultural meaning that did not apply to Western readers, does not impact story elements, is clunky when translated, and felt out of place in a Western-centric post-apocalyptic society.
26. Unremitting Danger

1 Their names in Chinese are 神 (god), 侍 (servant), and 魔 (demon) 侍 respectively. Seraphs, detailed as servants of God, were chosen for the good ones. Fiends were picked for demons as a “fiend” is like a mini-demon.
51. Art

1 It is important to note here that while “War” is used as part of the title for Skye and Vulkan, they are actually two separate characters. This is intentional. As Vulkan just explained, Skye is a “true warrior”, which he described in Chinese as 战士. His title – War God, is 战神, which utilizes the same character. Vulkan uses a different character to discuss Martial Artists in contrast to warriors even though they could be translated the same. That character is 武, which is also used in his title, War Saint 武圣. While this is a significant difference, using the term “war” is appropriate because of the juxtaposition between the two. A god is greater than a saint, and both are warriors, though they are very different in style as intimated by Vulkan in these paragraphs.
89. Cutting the Weeds, Razing the Roots

1 Interesting fact: though not displayed here, the traditional color of death and funerals in China is typically white. Oftentimes during funerals, mourners will wear white caps or kerchiefs on their heads. This is why you should always think twice before offering white clothing as a gift to someone in China, especially hats. Of course, this is less prevalent now with the new globalist generation, and they won’t fault a foreigner for their ignorance.
90. Sentencing

1 A Chinese idiom which means “things will not always go your way in life”.
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