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Book 5 – Prologue: I'm Back


Scalding sunlight poured down upon the barren earth.

Ruins stretched out towards the horizon, stacked upon one another like layers of discarded history, steel dinosaurs half-buried beneath the unforgiving wastelands sands.

Scavengers dragged their feeble feet through the rubble, stooping over from time to time to snatch up a lizard or other small critter. The wriggling scaly thing was a great find. To scavengers, finding something like a mouse was like striking it rich. The smallest rodent was enough to keep them going for a couple of days.

Vvvvvroom!

The sound of an engine echoed off the crumbling walls, and the scavengers scrambled into hiding when they heard it.

Plumes of sand rose behind the caravan of vehicles, mingling with black exhaust. Troughs spread out behind their overly large tires. The scavengers were both envious and frightened, especially since the backs of these vehicles were adorned with the broken corpses of others like them.

These men, who scoured the ruins for power and profit, were called excavators.

They lived pretty decent lives in this section of the wastes and were given leeway to do as they pleased. Unlike scavengers, they weren’t forced to live among the ruins. Safer and more accommodating outposts were where they called home. They all carried weapons, tore across the deserts in vehicles, and many had special skills. They had everything they needed to roam freely and do as they pleased.

Excavators were idols to scavengers. It was the dream of every wretch digging through the ruins to one day join a digger crew.

However, if they ever wanted a chance to rise above their lot, they had to be vigilant. Most of the time, excavators treated “scavs” like prey, something to be hunted down and murdered. After all, meat was meat. Wastelanders weren’t picky about where it came from.

The smoke and sand spread, marking the excavators as they raced into the distance.

Scavengers slowly crept out of their hiding places but didn’t have long to breathe sighs of relief. A strange figure had appeared in the center of the ruins, and no one had noticed.

From the looks of him, the figure wasn’t a scavenger. Even though his gray cloak was tattered and he was covered from head to toe in bandages, the aura of danger that covered him marked him as a man of means. His eyes – the only thing the bandages didn’t cover – looked out over the frightened crowd.

It was the curse of wastelanders to forever be at war with their environment. This was especially true for these withering ghosts of the ruins. They were all frail, malnourished, but were more sensitive to potential dangers than most.

While it was obvious that this strange outsider could be deadly if he wanted to, there was no malice in his presence so far. Regardless, he was a man more powerful than they could even comprehend. Like ants beneath the foot of elephants, they could be crushed even if the frightening man didn’t intend it. Thus, they remained on guard.

He stood there in the middle of the ruins without moving a muscle. He merely stood there, his dark eyes fixed on the familiar expanse with a conflicted light in their depths. Four years… who would have thought so much would happen in so short a time?

Cloudhawk was back.1

He turned his attention back to the scavengers. They were adept at hiding, but Cloudhawk’s sharp vision had no problem picking them out of the rubble. After all, this was where he grew up. He even recognized a few of the faces that peeked around rusted steel beams at him.

What a bizarre sensation, like he’d come from a completely different planet.

He lifted his hand and waved, spawning a rift in the air above him. Food poured out like a heavenly bounty. Starving and desperate, what scavenger could hold back when such a boon presented itself? Despite the potential dangers, the starving wretches clambered from the ruins all at once. Where half a moment before the place was deserted, frail bodies were suddenly scrambling everywhere.

“God!”

“It’s a God!”

“He blesses us with his presence!”

They bowed and scraped before Cloudhawk while trying to fit as much food as possible in their scrawny arms. Adoration was writ on their dirty faces. If Cloudhawk confirmed their claims, he was convinced they would believe he really was a god.

Excavators were strong, but they couldn’t summon food from thin air.

Whatever this stranger was, he brought nourishment down on them like a cool rain. Really, how could he be anything but a god? It was the only way these simple folk could make sense of the miracle they’d witnessed. Cloudhawk had to wonder if that was how humans felt when the actual gods came down to deliver them from the wastelands and build their Elysian lands.

Gods… maybe they weren’t as mysterious and noble as everyone thought. Cloudhawk pondered the idea but didn’t linger.

On the border of the ruins, two beautiful women were waiting for him.

One was devilishly beautiful, intelligent, and enchanting. She could wring the most primal urges from any man. The other was also beautiful but in a gentle and alluring way – like an angel. However, the cold look on her face was by no means inviting. She was aloof, unapproachable, and cold. Any who looked upon her knew to admire from a distance.

“This is where you came from?” Hellflower pushed her goggles up onto her head and looked over the ruins. “One of a hell journey, going from this place to where you are today.”

Autumn muttered impatiently, “An ant is forever an ant.”

“Let’s keep going. There’s somewhere up ahead I want to check out,” Cloudhawk said with a grin.

They traveled away from the ruins for several hundred meters, eventually coming upon a simple wastelands outpost. It was nothing special, a ramshackle collective protected by a ring of crumbling walls. Although it was nothing special, it boasted something like thirty thousand residents. One edge of it was dedicated to housing domesticated beasts, and the other was an area where their vehicles were parked.

Blackflag Outpost.

It was still here.

Four years ago, it was the scene of a fierce battle that all but destroyed this place. It seemed whatever small group of survivors made it out returned to build a new outpost from the ruins. Outsiders came, a few power struggles ensued, but now it seemed things had settled.

From the ashes came new life. It was almost like a miracle.

Wastelanders were as tenacious as weeds. No matter how often they were smacked down, they kept creeping back into the most unexpected of places.

But this Blackflag wasn’t the same one he left. Only the name was similar. For starters, the Bloodsoaked Queen was gone. The Tartarus Mercenaries were skeletons under some sand dune somewhere. Aside from them, he had no fond memories of this place.

When the three outsiders arrived, their presence immediately caused a sensation.

Cloudhawk was a typical wastelander, so he didn’t garner much attention. But Hellflower and Autumn – people like them were as rare as an eclipse. Women that beautiful couldn’t have been more shocking if they were dropped off by a fleet of tanks. Surreal was the only way to describe it.

Footsteps. Before they knew it, the three outsiders were surrounded. Dozens of men were leveling guns their way.

Cloudhawk knew this was what they should expect from a place like this. He knew better than to bring these women. They only attracted trouble. At any rate, it was too late to say anything now. He looked at a scarred man who stepped out in front of the others.

Hungry eyes slithered over the pretty women.

Just the sight of them got his blood rushing. He’d never seen women so beautiful in all his life, and his body was responding to that. He couldn’t wait to take them for himself and ravage them.

“These pretties belong to me now.” The scarred man’s savage voice was directed towards Cloudhawk. “Now fuck off!”

“I’d be happy to give them to you.” Cloudhawk shook his head. “But I’m afraid they’re too much for you to swallow.”

“I told you to get lost before you got yourself killed. Don’t blame me for not taking the opportunity.” The scarred man was getting angry. He wasn’t going to stand there and take any lip from a scrawny young upstart. He ordered his men forward. “Tear his fuckin’ limbs off.”

Ten wicked-looking men approached to do his bidding.

Cloudhawk never budged a step. “I’m telling you for the last time, you’re making a mistake.”

“Hmph. Ask around, kid. There ain’t no one fer hundreds of kilometers around who don’t know Scarred Leopard. You’re the dumb shit who don’t know how to act. I changed my mind – we gunna cut you up and feed you to the dogs. Get him!”

Bang-bang-bang-bang-bang!

A dozen shots rang out in quick succession. A dozen corpses hit the dirt face-first. Blood leaked from holes between their eyebrows, and brains leaked out onto the sand. Not one of them even had a chance to fire their weapons.

All of a sudden, the one called Scarred Leopard had a very different look on his face. He stared wide-eyed at the sexy demon woman with smoking pistols in her grip. She brought her guns up and puckered her plump lips, blowing the smoke from the muzzles. A shudder ran through all the men who saw.

Fast! Way too fast! Her weapons weren’t anything special, but they had been modified to allow for rapid firing. She’d landed shots into the head of each man with frightening precision, so quick that they all died before they knew what happened.

She was an unparalleled marksman, the likes of which they’d never seen! Scarred Leopard couldn’t have expected such a beautiful thing to be an elite wastelands killer. But growing up in the wastes had made him a tough character, so he reached out to grab Cloudhawk’s throat without a second thought.

He knew he was no match for the woman and her guns. There wasn’t any way he’d outrun her bullets either. Best he could do was to grab this scrawny man and menace her ally, use him as a shield. He struck with speed and ferocity, which resulted in an ear-piercing crack!

It was the sound of bones shattering.

Scarred Leopard had no idea how, but he gaped at his arm as it pointed back at him at an odd angle. Before he could even scream in pain, Cloudhawk shoved his foot into the man’s chest. He went flailing through the air and smashed into a wall, which caused it to collapse on top of him.

Cloudhawk coughed a couple of times as he brought his leg back.

Hellflower offered a gentle rebuke, “You haven’t recovered yet. What are you doing getting involved?”

Blackflag’s leader went pale when he saw what these three strangers could do. He was the master of an outpost with tens of thousands of men, but he knew damn well none of them could stand up against these outsiders.

If these three wanted him dead, it would be as easy as lifting a finger.

“I’ll cut to the chase. Starting from today, the wastelands are my territory. That means this outpost belongs to me.” Cloudhawk wasn’t here to kill people. Put a little fear into ‘em. That’ll be all it takes. He looked over the new yet familiar landscape. “Now that I’m back, it’s time I took my place as king.”



1 Is it just me, or is he starting to look a lot like Wolfblade…?

1 / Cleaning House


Greenland Outpost had turned into Greenland City

It was a thriving settlement in the middle of a green and red wasteland, one of the richest in the south.

Over the last four years, the Dark Atom had been secretly funneling wealth into the outpost, expanding both its riches and its population. There were now eighty thousand people nestled in this deadly oasis. They toiled in warehouses, raised plants, tended to fields, oversaw pastures, and worked in science labs.

Whether it was in population, production capacity, or regional influence, Greenland City was top of its class.

Cloudhawk didn’t pay much attention to the tall buildings creeping up from the canopy as they approached. Rather, he took a small detour to an area overgrown with long grass. A mound of dirt without a headstone marked the grave he’d left.

He plucked a bottle of alcohol from his dimensional pocket, uncorked it, and poured its contents over the grave of his old friend. A fondness crept into his eyes. “Artemis, what a fuckin’ riot, eh? Even I never would have thought I’d come back here. It’s been a hell of a ride. I’m a lot stronger than I used to be.”

A flood of emotions was running through him. The past felt like a lifetime ago, and yet it could have been yesterday. It all felt like a dream sometimes. The truth was quite different.

Here he was, back in the place he never thought he’d return to. Those he never thought he’d meet he ran in to in the least expected ways. Yet, the place he’d always been searching for was never found, and the people he thought he’d travel with forever were gone or far away.

What he lost was still lost. What he wanted, he still didn’t have. The only things that had changed after all this time were the tired lines time had etched in his face.

Cloudhawk ran his fingers over the tall grass embracing the grave. They crept out from cracks in the stones he’d used to mark the place. He imagined they took root in his friend’s body, like a part of her given new life. “I don’t plan on leaving again anytime soon. This place is as good as any. I’ll make sure to stop by often and share a bottle with you.”

Four years ago, frail but determined, he’d set out to pursue his dreams in the Elysian lands. Four years later, he returned, strong but fragile. He was back for an extended rest.

“What are you doing here by yourself?” Hellflower’s annoyed voice came from behind. She walked to his side and took his arm. “Come on, the city’s governor has prepared everything. We have a fine dinner planned for this evening.”

He sighed. Cloudhawk wasn’t here to live in quiet seclusion. He was here to take over a city. And since that was his aim, he couldn’t avoid a chat with its current leader.

Greenland City was a lot better furnished than he remembered.

When they arrived, a towering man with dark skin and red tattoos came out to greet them. He was flanked by a dozen of his best men, who spread out in an orderly line when Cloudhawk approached. The city’s leader bowed his head respectfully.

“I am called Cerberus, Governor of Greenland City. Once we heard you three bosses were coming, we prepared a feast for you. Please, come in.”

Something seemed to occur to him then because he raised his head and looked at them curiously. “I was told there would be three, but I only see two.”

Hellflower smirked, drawing the eyes of the wastelanders. “She isn’t fond of social engagements. Our third has decided to rest instead of joining us. I’m sure she’ll present herself when the time is right.”

“Very well, then please follow me.”

Cerberus was a well-known figure in this part of the wastes. He’d managed Greenland City for the past several years without incident, which spoke volumes about his leadership skills.

He led Cloudhawk and Hellflower into a dining chamber. Cerberus ordered his guards to stay outside where they took up positions by the door. Only his most trusted people were permitted to join them inside.

Once they were settled, a small army of attractive serving women entered, each bearing trays of food. The fragrant scents of wastelands fish, fried greens, and barbecued meats filled the hall. Some of the finest wine produced in the wastelands was poured into crystal glasses, underlining the fact that this reception was meant to be as luxurious as possible.

“The situation in the southern wastes is complicated. I am not a man of much skill, but I took this post at the respected Master’s request. The past few years have been taxing.” Despite his words, Cerberus’s face was relaxed. “But now that you’ve come to take over, the insignificant rascals of the wilds are nothing to be feared. I, Cerberus, am the first to drink to your rule! From now on, the torch is passed, but I will aid where I can, come swords or hellfire.”

If Cerberus was so eager to bend the knee, his subordinates wouldn’t dare offend. The atmosphere was cordial and calm, with all manner of bootlicking being freely given. Whether or not they continued to prosper and take over the southern wilds was up to their new bosses now.

“So,” Cloudhawk was finishing his second glass of wine. “Is there any known opposition to Greenland City nearby?”

Cerberus nodded and scowled. “It’s different here from the North. The landscape is complicated, and strong mutants run their own crews. The further south you go, the worse it gets. Any groups we send out get caught, so we rarely bother with their territory. A few outposts and larger settlements are less than friendly with us. Their forces are tricky to deal with but are not any significant threat.”

“Really? I grew up here. I don’t remember hearing about any dangerous groups like you described.”

“Word is that in the southern highlands, there’s a sort of nation they built up. Everyone they send out is a dangerous character. Since the area isn’t even known to the Elysians, it’s largely considered a legend outside of this area.” Cerberus’s voice dropped a little in volume. “But we’ve done some digging, and it seems the legends are true. They’ve been more active lately and are sending more of their people into our territory.”

Cloudhawk frowned.

He was right. There were real differences between the northern and southern wastelands. For one, the south was rife with mutant creatures and twisted freaks. While places like Greenland City existed, they were the exception rather than the rule. An organization like the Dark Atom had never taken root here, and there was no word of mutant leaders like the Four Kings this far south.

Since it was so wild and unorganized, the south didn’t get a lot of attention from Skycloud.

What he was hearing was that there was an area even further south that was such a mystery, even the Elysians didn’t know about it. A secret power has been brewing there this whole time. Cloudhawk had never heard a thing about it until now. Maybe he was too weak and too insignificant at the time to be part of those conversations, or maybe the mysterious group had only just begun to reveal itself.

In either case, it hardly mattered. Cloudhawk could hold his own against a Skycloud contingent. Some wastelander organization couldn’t threaten him. He decided to pay it no mind for the time being. First, he had to establish himself here.

“The wine is poisoned!”

The cry came from Hellflower, sputtered through a mouthful of blood before she collapsed on top of the table.

Her sudden affliction took Cloudhawk off-guard. Half a moment later, his head hit the table as well.

Cerberus let his glass drop to the ground and shatter.

It was a signal to the men outside. They rushed in, weapons drawn. The friendly expressions were gone, and the typical savage, deceitful wastelander snarls were painted on their faces. They lurched forward, ready to carve these Dark Atom usurpers into pieces.

“Fuckin’ morons,” Cerberus growled. “Did you really think I’d just hand over Greenland City?”

A sea of sinister grins were closing in.

“Strangers from some far-off place, waltzing in here to take what’s mine. Obviously you were tired of living. I built this place, and you thought you could just give the command and take it for yourself? Cut these idiots to ribbons!”

“Wait!” A particularly wretched-looking man called out, his greedy eyes slithering over Hellflower’s curvaceous and firm body. “Boss, a woman like her is a rare treat out here. It would be a waste to just cut her up without having a little fun first.”

“Shit, you’d even fuck a corpse.”

“She’s still fresh, ain’t she? What’s wrong with a turn or two? If you don’t want to, then more for me!”

“Never said I didn’t want to. ‘Fact I’m going first!”

The foul nature of wastelanders was clear in their exchange. They fell over each other at a chance to feed their sick desires. After all, if they were sent here to hold a city this far south, they weren’t your typical brigands. Besides, even dead Hellflower was a hell of a lot more attractive than most ladies.

This position of power was too enticing, too much for their simple willpower to ignore.

“That’s enough! You’ll do what I say, or I’ll chop your cocks off myself and stuff them in your fucking mouths!” Cerberus’s anger flared. “There’s still one of them out there. Find where they went. We can’t let word get back.”

The men reluctantly dialed back their hunger. Cerberus was the authority here. No one was going to ignore his orders.

However, no sooner had he finished giving the word than the two corpses sat back up in their seats like nothing had happened.

“Cerberus, Cerberus… so easy to lose your head.” Hellflower had a self-satisfied smirk on her face even as she picked up her poisoned wine with slender fingers and took another sip. “Who did you think you’d fool with this infantile ploy? Perhaps I forgot to mention that part of Wolfblade’s intent in sending me was to deal with you. You’ve now given me an excuse to do it with a clear conscience.”

Cloudhawk, of course, was never going to die from poison. Hellflower was clever enough to have any number of means to protect herself from such a simplistic trap.

Cerberus’s face sank. He stared in utter shock as his victory was snatched away. How? No, it didn’t matter. There was no turning back. He would never give up his control over Greenland City.

“Do you have any idea how much I’ve bled for this place?! Do you know how many people I’ve had to sacrifice? I’ve watched this backwater ruin grow and prosper like it was my own child. What made any of you think I’d give it up simply because you told me to?”

Cerberus’s voice was a throaty growl, like a wild animal guarding its kill.

“You want an answer?” Cloudhawk calmly picked up a knife and carved out a piece of meat. Fires from the candelabras danced in his eyes. “It’s because you’re too weak.”

The governor’s eyes narrowed. “You...”

Cloudhawk continued in a rugged voice, “Greenland Outpost used to be run by a guy a lot like you. Don’t know if you’ve heard of him, but you’re about to follow in his footsteps.”

Cerberus’s face was a mix of sickly pale and angry red.

Cloudhawk’s words were like poison, but he was both speechless and helpless.

He’d heard of Hydra, the one who had controlled Greenland Outpost before. He’d tried to betray the Caliph of the Sands, even kill him. It turned out to be a stupid decision that got him killed. How was Cerberus’s attempt any different?

But he refused to accept this! How could they expect him to swallow such a disgraceful order?!

Cerberus’s eyes had gone bloodshot. “Alright… alright… I sure as hell can’t beat the Caliph. But at least I can kill you three sacks of shit before he gets me!”

The Caliph of the Sands was an unbeatable demon. Ordinary mortals couldn’t hope to defeat a creature like him. If Abaddon were here, none of them could oppose him, but these three weren’t demons. They were human, and no matter how strong humans were, they had limits. There were a thousand soldiers here loyal to him, so even if one of these assholes was a legendary Master Demon Hunter, they couldn’t take this place.

“Kill them!” Cerberus roared.


2 / Clearing Out


In the same instant Cerberus shouted his orders, Hellflower’s pistols were in her hands. A dozen deafening cracks rang off the walls as she pulled the triggers.

Her bullets were shot all through the hall, too fast for her targets to find cover. However, not all of these men were pushovers. Some were quite skilled. Their armor protected them from the worst of it.

“Do it! Kill the bitch!”

Twenty ferocious wastelanders charged in. Some of them fired guns back at her. Others closed the distance to fight in close quarters.

However, Hellflower handled her pistols with the speed and destruction of a machine gun. Her attackers were immediately caught in a hail of suppressive fire. A handful of unlucky ones had their heads blown off by being a second too slow.

She was too damn strong!

Meanwhile, Cloudhawk watched as though enjoying a show, taking his time to enjoy his meal. He then drank down what remained of his poison wine. Only at this point did he seem to pay closer attention to the fighting. By now, it had already reached a fever pitch, and although Hellflower was deadly, these men were no slouches. She couldn’t handle all of them by herself.

Sure enough, a few of Cerberus’s men were pushing forward under the protection of shields. Sparks flew as the thick slabs of metal deflected Hellflower’s bullets. They pulled out guns of their own and started firing back at the invaders. Food and dishware exploded every which way as the table was peppered with gunfire.

Cloudhawk’s response was to lazily wave his left hand. A streak of silver wormed out of his palm and whipped through the air. What bullets weren’t reflected back towards the wastelanders were cut in half and rendered harmless.

The savage faces darkened.

Power like this definitely didn’t come from the wastelands. Was this one of the legendary demon hunters they’d heard about? Despite tales of the demon hunters’ storied strength, these people were still completely mysterious to these ignorant killers. They couldn’t even begin to understand how to fight against one.

After deflecting the bullets, Cloudhawk pointed at them with a finger from his right hand. A gout of green fire belched from the digit, like a star had shattered, and spread across the dining hall.

What was this? Everyone – Cerberus included – was astonished by what they witnessed.

Countless sparks of green fire wafted through the air. They slowly approached, swinging back and forth as though they had a life of their own. One man was enthralled and reached out to touch one. He sensed no danger in the unassuming tongue of fire, but when it grazed his skin, it clung tight. He couldn’t pat it out.

“Ah! AHH!”

His pained screams were deafening. With wide eyes, he watched the fire consume his hand and quickly spread inch-by-inch up his arm. Flailing wildly about in a desperate attempt to douse the fire only helped it spread faster. In only a few moments, there was nothing left of the man but a pile of ash.

Cries of fear and powerlessness rang through the hall. Even Cerberus was frozen in place. He had witnessed something incredible, the most unbelievable scene in his entire life. One of his subordinates was simply gone – consumed by evil fire.

What sort of wickedness was this? That bandaged freak was no human. He was a demon!

Motes of fire were bobbing closer to the governor. With a roar, he stamped his feet, crushing the stone beneath and casting it into the air for cover. He then flung himself through the nearest window and tumbled a dozen meters to the ground below.

“Where do you think you’re going?” Hellflower’s pretty face bore a frightening and beautiful grin.

She leaped from the open portal, using the wall to steady herself on her descent. Agile as a cat, she scrambled down while firing her guns at Cerberus. However, the man was the governor for a reason. He could guess the bullets’ trajectories, making even Hellflower’s famed precision insufficient.

Hellflower finally reached the ground, landing deftly on her feet.

“Everyone, after her! Kill this bitch!” Cerberus shouted at the top of his lungs, then looked back at her. “Let’s see how much you can handle!”

Cerberus had had the foresight to station a few hundred of his soldiers near the fort on the off chance his ploy failed. They were equipped with guns and bows to kill their targets from afar. A number of them had heavy artillery that was a threat even to Hellflower. Even a veteran demon hunter wouldn’t be able to defend himself against such an onslaught for more than a few seconds.

It didn’t matter how strong she was. Hellflower was just one woman after all! Greater numbers always won out!

Hellflower looked around at the bristling gun barrels and crossbow bolts aimed her way. She paused for a moment, then raised her head skyward. “Hey, are you just going to watch or get involved?”

The soldiers felt a strong wind blow through. They followed her gaze and then, one after another, gaped in utter shock at what they saw. An enormous crystal beast hovered just overhead, its massive wings causing the air to grow tumultuous. It was as though the beast was carved out of gemstones. Every one of its scales was impossibly beautiful.

Standing on its back was a young woman in green robes. She scowled down at the wastelanders like a giant regarding an anthill.

Autumn was a prideful, conceited former god. She would not suffer a meal with these insignificant creatures and feign respect. She deigned not to attend their little get-together and even now was loath to lift her hand against these paltry foes. She was a god, so even giving them this modicum of respect was beneath her.

“Fire!”

The dragon creature dove at them. Bolts and bullets ricocheted off its hide without so much as a scratch. Its deadly claw lashed out, rending flesh, armor, and stone. A swath of soldiers were flung from the walls or torn to ribbons. At the same time, the dragon released a plume of fire from its maw.

However, while it looked like fire, it was not. The deadly substance was a corrosive energy that dissolved its victims like acid. The soldiers below howled in agony as their flesh melted away. No armor, not even bone, could withstand it. After the dragon passed overhead, it left in its wake softly bubbling pools of melted humans.

The beast reared back, beating its wings. The sharp edges of its claws cut right through another group of warriors. It was no battle. It was a massacre. While the wastelanders had the advantage in numbers, their weapons were powerless against this monster. Without a way to fight back, what choice did they have but to die?

Autumn raised her flute to her lips. A single note arose.

Countless dark figures emerged. Beasts that had lain dormant awakened at her command. They charged into the city.

Hellflower watched. She wasn’t a soldier. Her talents lay elsewhere. As for Cloudhawk, his Castigation Fire was incredibly lethal, but it was not fire in the proper sense. It didn’t combust the material it consumed to birth more flame. In order to continue to spread, it demanded will from the one who controlled it. Cloudhawk hadn’t recovered enough to destroy thousands of soldiers with a flick of his finger.

But Autumn? She was another story. Of the three of them, she was a true powerhouse.

It didn’t matter that Cloudhawk was injured because even in peak form, he was no match for Autumn. Besides, her powers were unique. So long as there were weak-willed creatures around, she could summon an army to her aid with but a few notes from her flute.

Her power over these beasts was indiscriminate. It made no difference to her whether she controlled one monster or one thousand. Not even a Master Demon Hunter could level an entire city. But to Autumn, it was an afterthought!

When had Cerberus ever witnessed such frightening strength? He only just now realized the depth of his stupidity, how much he was really ignorant of. There were those in this world he couldn’t even lift a finger against. Perhaps if he’d agreed to surrender the city, they would have let him live. He would lose his home, but at least he would still be breathing.

But it was too late. Acutely aware that this fight was hopeless, Cerberus abandoned his soldiers and fled for his life. None of this was important anymore. His only interest was to get as far away as possible.

He rushed past the soldiers, away from the din. He was beginning to think he’d made it when the air in front of him rippled strangely. Not the air – space. A figure stepped into existence, his gray cloak flapping in the wind. His bandaged form was unmistakable.

A demon hunter! Cerberus’s face was ashen. How many powers did this freak have? He’d left him back at the fort. He was sure of it. How did he show up here all of a sudden?

He’d heard Hellflower’s name before, and knew that she was an unparalleled wastelands scientist. She was responsible for creating the Dark Atom’s genetically modified soldiers as well as any number of other incredible discoveries. She was a woman capable of changing the face of the planet. The woman standing on her dragon was capable of destroying it. The man before him was a mystery, with powers that made him seem omnipresent.

He vastly underestimated these three! Regret was bitter in Cerberus’s mouth. What the hell made him think he could defy them? He fell to his knees before Cloudhawk and slapped himself several times across the face. “Spare me! Please, spare me! It was a moment of stupidity. Let me live and I swear I’ll leave and never come back. I’m begging you!”

Cloudhawk reached into the void and pulled forth a large, broken sword. He gave it a few practice swings, which caused fire to leap off its surface. He said nothing, but the look on his face was easy to read. Cloudhawk had no intention of letting him live.

“I’ll deal with you myself.” Cerberus stared up at him with bloodshot eyes. He wrenched his own weapon free and threw himself at Cloudhawk in a last-ditch effort. His intense will to survive gave him unnatural strength.

But it was no use. Before a man of true power, he wasn’t even worth a second look.

Cloudhawk waved his broken sword, and from it flew forth a roaring flame. It streaked along the ground and crashed into Cerberus before he even got within striking distance. Its intense heat immediately set him aflame. His body then burst into chunks of blackening meat spread across the ground.

Cough, cough! Cloudhawk put away Ardent Wrath and struggled to catch his breath. A few drops of blood trickled from the bandages around his mouth. He was still too weak, but he was strong enough to easily deal with a worm like Cerberus.

Was it that the governor was weak? No – Cloudhawk was that strong! Cerberus was about as strong as Hydra had been all those years ago. In these parts, it put him at the top of the food chain. Yet even a wounded Cloudhawk had still put him down without effort.

He’d spent too long in the Elysian lands where the strong were an entirely different class altogether. They were so numerous, in fact, that he’d hardly noticed how much he’d progressed. Now that he was back home, it was becoming clear there weren’t many who could stand against him.


3 / A New Problem


The sun rose over Greenland City as it always did. The city stirred, the same as any morning. Hunters left to track their quarry, vendors hawked their wares, all preparing for another day of struggle in the wastelands.

No one cared that just the night before, a deadly struggle had embroiled the fort.

Bids for power were a common sight, whether in small settlements or in large outposts. Out here, everything obeyed the rule of steel. The whole wastelands adhered to it, the single truth that existed from the very first day life crawled up from the dirt. It spanned all of time, threading through countless civilizations and could be summed up with one simple phrase.

Survival of the fittest.

The weak were fodder for the strong, and the strong ruled the world. He with the mightiest fist got to call the shots. His word was law.

Once those loyal to Cerberus were purged from the city, the remaining soldiers fell in line behind Cloudhawk. Such was the way of things. They would do as they were told until someone stronger than Cloudhawk came and began the process all over again. Loyalty and honor were foreign concepts in the wastelands. One’s only responsibility was to oneself.

Dong… dong… dong…

A bell rang out across the city. It was the signal to call everyone together.

The city’s denizens stopped what they were doing and headed for the city center. When they arrived, they saw that three leaders had come to replace the old one. Hellflower, standing in the middle, announced that Greenland City had come under new management. There would be new rules everyone was expected to follow.

Cloudhawk never said a word as these rules were conveyed. Autumn merely stood there, looking impatient.

“From now on, our city will be the capital of a new Greenland Nation. We will be doing things very differently, but don’t fret. You should all rejoice at having the opportunity to be citizens in this place. Under our leadership, you will no longer have to struggle merely to survive. You won’t need to risk your lives for food and comfort. The wastelands beasts will no longer be a threat.”

Hellflower’s voice rang out over the crowd, but they fell on deaf ears. The attention she got was mostly due to her erudite and attractive face, exaggerated bosom, and pert backside. The men in the crowd whispered about those charms more than any words she spoke.

She spoke for a long time to little effect. Eventually, she noticed no reaction and grew impatient. Hellflower could speak for the rest of the day, and it would accomplish nothing. It was better just to show them. Thus, she turned to Autumn and nodded. “Begin.”

Begin? Begin what? Cloudhawk’s expression said he didn’t know the answer either.

“You greedy, self-important woman. What makes you think you have any right to command me?”

“No no no, honorable Shepherd God. It wasn’t an order. It was an invitation.”

Hellflower’s attitude toward the woman – or rather, God – changed when her temper flared. Autumn shrugged at the poor attempt at flattery but obliged by producing a small box. She extended her hands and opened it before the citizens’ curious eyes.

Cloudhawk’s vision snapped to it. What powerful resonance! He spied a small green bead resting inside.

Judging by the energy coming from it, this had to be a unique sort of relic. It radiated a gentle yet strong light that conveyed power. The citizens did not have Cloudhawk’s innate ability to feel relics, but they didn’t have to. It was obvious at a glance.

This bead was definitely something special.

It floated up from the box, revealing a more seed-like texture. Thousands of eyes watched, enraptured as it shot into the dirt in the city center.

Boom!

People shuffled uncomfortably. The earth trembled beneath them.

It felt like a small earthquake, as if the seed had struck with the impact of a meteor. The trembling continued, even growing in intensity.

Autumn knelt down and placed her hands upon the dirt. The Shepherd God’s will poured into the earth like a waterfall onto a parched river bed. Everyone, Cloudhawk included, was speechless while she acted.

“What’s happening?”

The tremors strengthened.

Shocked and frightened eyes shot skyward as an enormous tree burst up from the ground. Fully formed branches scraped the sky, and in the span of minutes, the tree was several hundred meters tall. Leaves sprouted, forming a gorgeous canopy that towered over the city like a shark among minnows.

Dazzling emerald light glowed off the megaflora, shining down on everyone like a gentle waterfall and enveloping the city.

Cloudhawk then understood. It was an enchantment. Obviously, this giant tree was conjured up through Autumn’s power, an act she’d performed once before as the Shepherd God. It was what kept Woodland Vale secret from the rest of the world for so long. Of course, creating an entire domain like that had been very taxing. With her current limited power, she couldn’t produce the same results.

Greenland City’s God Tree was a pale imitation of the one in Woodland Vale, but its essence was the same. The incredible power within it would protect their city.

Even if the tree protected just a tenth of what the Vale’s did, it would still be an incredible thing. Elysians and other prying eyes would see nothing. What’s more, it served the important purpose of shattering wastelander preconceptions.

To them, it was a miracle, entirely outside the realm of possibility. The wide-eyed looks on their faces showed that the tree had had its intended effect. Greenland’s citizens were ready to prostrate themselves before it in worship.

Even though Greenland’s boundaries were minuscule compared to where she came from, this enchantment was still very taxing for Autumn. It would require at least ten days of constant upkeep to make it permanent, giving her little opportunity for rest. If she was interrupted, then the enchantment would fail, all her effort wasted.

“We’ll leave this to our illustrious Shepherd God,” Hellflower said to Cloudhawk. “Let’s tour our new city, shall we?”

“Is she going to be ok left like this?”

“Are you underestimating the Shepherd God?” she asked with a smirk. “After all this, you still lack faith, eh? Look at her pet and her protectors. What wastelander do you think can get within fifty meters?”

Autumn’s crystal dragon settled by its master side. Smoldering green eyes warily scanned the area, constantly vigilant. Anything that got close without Autumn’s permission would be instantly devoured.

Besides the divine beast, she also had her twisted Dryad, obediently waiting on the opposite side. Its trunk-like legs were rooted in the ground, which allowed the creature to sense any changes in the nearby environment.

It didn’t look like there was anything to worry about here.

Cloudhawk was acutely aware of how strong Autumn’s divine beast and undying protector were. If someone could fight past those two, Cloudhawk wasn’t going to stop them. Anyway, he was silly to think any wastelander in these parts would even get close. Even Skycloud had only a handful that could threaten the Shepherd God.

For years, Greenland City’s infrastructure had been remotely bolstered by the Dark Atom. Still, it was a simple place. For instance, a hydroelectric generator drew power from the small rivers that ran through the city. While it was enough to power the manufacturing buildings, it didn’t provide enough electricity for the whole city.

Warehouses were filled with a large number of eboncrys, prepared long before Cloudhawk arrived. Back in the Vale, Hellflower had learned how to construct the focal tower they’d used to traverse dimensions. While it was unlike any earth technology she knew, its basic principles weren’t difficult to ascertain. She was confident that with Autumn’s help, they could recreate one here for their purposes.

“From now on, this will be our home.” Her voice took on a teasing and provocative tone. “You’re the boss now, so how to run this place is up to you. Everyone here, myself included, is bound to your whim. I am required – eager – to do anything you ask of me.”

Cloudhawk ignored her overtly suggestive comments. “How many children live here?”

She gave him a curious look. “Already thinking of raising a crew?”

“It’s always been my intention. I don’t think wastelanders are inherently any weaker than Elysians.” Cloudhawk looked out over the city. “I believe there are a lot of wastelanders with real psychic talent. Since I can now repair and even create relics, there’s nothing stopping me from building an army of wastelander demon hunters and martial artists.”

This was his territory now. It was time to start cultivating a group of people he could trust.

True to her word, Hellflower followed his command. She released a decree that every child between the ages of five and fourteen was to gather at the fort.

After the display in the center of town, the city’s people already revered their new leaders. Not many chose to ignore the summons. Before long, Greenland Fort was a mess of shuffling children waiting to see why they were called here.

Wastelanders had an unfortunate tendency to die young – especially children – so there weren’t many within the age bracket Cloudhawk required. Another problem he faced was the reality that Cloudhawk wasn’t a typical demon hunter. He knew exactly nothing about how to determine or awaken potential talent. Even if he had a good group of students, he didn’t know what to do with them.

He felt stranded, and that was when Hellflower came quickly to his side with a bit of news. “We’ve got trouble. Three other nearby settlements have heard that there’s been a power play in Greenland City. Word is they’ve banded together to try and take us while we’re still getting our footing.”

He scowled at the unwelcome report. “When will they be here?”

“In at most three days,” she replied.

That was a problem. Of the three of them, the one with the power to obliterate an army was Autumn. She was busy building Greenland’s defense, though. Not only was she preoccupied, but they also had to make sure she was protected. Cloudhawk and Hellflower couldn’t fight off potentially thousands of soldiers by themselves.

Their enemies had chosen a good time to strike. They’d only just taken the city and weren’t wholly in control yet. Greenland had soldiers, but Cloudhawk didn’t know anything about them and vice versa. His ability to command them would be shoddy at best.

Whatever his troubles, they had to overcome them. Very soon, they were going to have a hungry army knocking at their gates. He wasn’t about to sit around and wait for them to come.

Cloudhawk gave his order. “Gather everyone.”


4 / Assembled


There were very few settlements in the southern wastes that could count as “cities.” None of them could compare to the power or scope of the Northern Barrens. However, that didn’t mean they weren’t a potential threat. If three of them were able to organize this quickly, it meant they’d been planning this for some time.

It made sense. Greenland City had come under foreign influence, and using the well-defended outpost, they could build a fine foundation. It was only a matter of time before these outsiders tried to extend their reach to the rest of the southern wastelands – which was exactly what Cloudhawk was planning.

Instead of waiting for that day to come, it was better to be proactive. Seeing the writing on the wall, the leaders from these three settlements agreed to work together.

It’d been less than a week since the coup. Cloudhawk had to assume there were spies as that was the only way the cities could have learned Greenland changed hands so quickly. Word must have gone out through something like messenger pigeons the moment Cerberus was killed. The minute they were received, these vipers slithered from their nests and gathered for an attack on the city. Hoping to take advantage of their precarious status as new leaders, perhaps Greenland might change hands again.

The wastelands had their own rules, and when outsiders came to try and impose their will, they had to be dealt with. Even beasts protected their territory, to say nothing of grizzled wastelanders who fought and bled every day for what they earned. They weren’t about to tolerate a place as rich as Greenland City coming under foreign control, not when they could have it for themselves.

Cloudhawk was both surprised and frustrated. He’d just gotten back, and assholes were already causing trouble. Rather than sit around and wait for conflict, though, he gathered the four thousand strong warriors of Greenland City and organized a defensive line.

Once again, Cloudhawk’s wastelanders displayed impressive efficiency in following his orders.

Just five days after Cloudhawk took control, Greenland City had a shifting black line appear at its borders. Maybe ten thousand savage fighters were licking their chops and waiting for a cut of what Greenland City promised. They were a motley crew with wildly different equipment and seemed hardly organized, but there had to be close to ten thousand of them.

Some of them rode twisted mutabeasts. Others rode in vehicles. Some wielded massive shields, and others swung crude buster swords. Peppered among them were mutants several meters tall with heavy weaponry. From gear to appearance, there wasn’t anything unifying these killers. Strategy and unity was not a wastelander strong suit. They fought for themselves, each one competing for a greater cut of the spoils.

“So many?”

Cloudhawk looked over the milling soldiers with a scowl. He used to live here and never had he thought the barren and sparsely populated southern wastes could gather such a force.

Hellflower looked at the two sides and gauged their situation. “Without Autumn’s help and with you sick, I’m not sure we can rely on a few thousand half-assed troops. Even with the advantage of our walls, I don’t think we’ll be able to fend them off.”

The creases on Cloudhawk’s weathered face deepened. He couldn’t think of a way out.

From among the enemy forces, a large man, perhaps two meters tall, stepped forward. He had a strange look about him, for his skin gleamed with a metallic sheen from head to toe. At a glance, it was hard to tell if this was some sort of armor, or if he’d somehow absorbed some metal for protection.

“I am Iron Grizzly!” the hulking man shouted toward the defenders. His booming voice felt so intense that the soldiers could swear they saw sand being pushed by the sound waves. “Listen up, this place belongs to me now. Surrender and I let you live. Otherwise, you’ll wish I let you die.”

“That’s right!”

“Men, go to the mines. As for the women, we’ll have our way with them till they’re no longer useful!”

The wastelanders shouted and brandished their weapons, making themselves look as fierce as possible. It was like two wild animals meeting on a narrow path. Neither was willing to back down. If they gave in now, they’d have lost before the fight even started.

As the wastelanders shouted their curses and dark promises, the air between the two armies shimmered. A figure stepped into view, appearing from nothing.

Gasps ensued, and the wastelanders staggered back.

He was a stranger in a gray cloak, and those close enough could see that he was covered in bandages. Such a strange figure, appearing out of nowhere, made them both wary and curious.

Iron Grizzle glowered at him. “Are you a man or some sort of ghost?”

Cloudhawk didn’t respond immediately. He slowly drew his eyes across the uncertain faces of his enemy. “I am the new ruler of this place. You traveled hard to get here so fast. It couldn’t have been easy. Maybe you could use a rest. We’ll sit, have a talk. Life is a precious and fragile thing, and we can lose it in a blink if we aren’t careful. I’m willing to overlook your grand display today.”

“You think you can intimidate me?!” Iron Grizzly spun around to his men. “You saw what he can do. This piece of shit must have come from the Elysian lands, a mutt in the service to those killers. Demon hunter tricks! Fuck, they think they can just walk into our territory and take control? What do you think about that?!”

“Kill! Kill! Kill!”

Many of them didn’t know what an Elysian was, but a few were more widely traveled and knew what the word represented. Elysians and wastelanders mixed about as well as oil and water. No way in hell they were going to let an Elysian set up in their territory!

Cloudhawk had hoped to scare them a little but instead only managed to rile them up. This wasn’t just some group of wastelander thugs, and though they obviously feared Elysians, they were still itching for a fight.

“Kill this one first!”

Iron Grizzly cried the order, and the wastelanders let loose their hostility. With guttural howls, they flung themselves toward Cloudhawk, coming from all directions like a horde of beasts.

Sons of bitches… these idiots really want to die.

If Cloudhawk were in better shape, he could have torn through a chunk of these idiots, Iron Grizzly included. Sadly, he wasn’t in the position to pull out all the stops. He was left with no choice but to teleport back behind his defensive line and prepare for the inevitable attack, even though he knew the half-rate soldiers protecting his new home weren’t enough.

Besides that, a war here would destroy the fertile land this place relied on. Ground like was precious in the wastelands. If they won this fight but lost most of the usable land, the losses would outweigh the gains.

The enemy charged and started closing in on Greenland City’s defenders. Soon, they would be within firing range.

But just as they were about to clash, turmoil erupted from behind the invading force. Heads spun around towards the sound of pained screams.

“What the fuck?!”

Iron Grizzly and the other chiefs looked back in surprise. Had Greenland snuck a force behind them? That didn’t make any sense. Judging by the defenders, they didn’t even have enough fighters to protect themselves. Why would they risk their defense by exposing more of their forces in a sneak attack?

Iron Grizzly was beginning to doubt it was Greenland he was contending with when suddenly, the ground came to life beneath his feet. It felt like something was alive down there, moving under him.

The ground shook violently. Where a minute ago it had been calm, they could now see the earth moving in invisible waves. Waves of mud and dirt billowed into the crowd, throwing many of them to the ground.

At the same time, the ground attacked. Spears of jagged rock stabbed out, ripping through the wastelander soldiers who’d just been pitched off their feet.

This was… a demon hunter? A strong demon hunter!

His enemies had more than one, a fact that made Iron Grizzly quickly rethink his plans. Soldiers regrouped to face the threat from behind, but as they formed up, whole swaths exploded into gouts of blood. Invisible blades carved them to pieces. Dozens started to die from threads that were barely visible in the dappled light.

The threads were frighteningly strong and deadly. At the briefest touch, they cut through flesh like bean curd. After watching their companions be cut apart, every soldier stopped. They were too afraid to move, afraid of what those threads would do.

A figure leaped up from among the crowd. She was a woman with short hair, bearing a three-edged rod in one hand. She came crashing down onto the wastelanders like a meteor and charged at Iron Grizzly.

Fuck!

He spun around, knocking away the rod with his spiked mace. The impact elicited a shuddering recoil that knocked him back several steps. His attacker followed up with a series of rapid blows, but he was strong, too strong for her. One, two exchanges and then she landed a blow against the man’s iron-like skull. The exorcist rod shattered.

“Bastard!” Barb wiped a bit of blood from her face, then shouted toward the walls of Greenland City. “It’s us! Miss Polaris and the drunk have come to help!”

Cloudhawk was surprised at their sudden and fortuitous arrival. He looked out over a group of considerable size – six to seven hundred of them. Among them, he saw Dawn, Gabriel, Barb, the drunk, Claudia, and other familiar faces. All of them were old friends. He had no idea how they’d found him and never expected so many to show up all at once.

“Let’s go!”

Cloudhawk ordered his soldiers to charge at the enemy, engaging them on two fronts. A brief but brutal confrontation followed, and three thousand of Iron Grizzly’s troops were cut down before them. The rest surrendered when they knew they were beaten.

What did Greenland City lack the most? Laborers and young people. Winning this fight replenished the city’s resource of young, able-bodied workers in one fell swoop. Eliminate a few troublemakers and the rest would be desperate to join up.

Cloudhawk was astonished that Dawn had brought the old drunk, Gabby, Barb, and even Claudia with her, along with several hundred warriors loyal to her family. He was delighted.

Hadn’t Claudia always dreamed of being a demon hunter instructor? Now, she had her chance here in Greenland City. She was a proper, trained demon hunter, so she knew how to deal with novices. The old drunk, meanwhile, was an old master in his own right. He would do a fine job teaching these troops martial arts.

It seemed heaven – or something – was smiling on him. Suddenly, all his problems were solved.


5 / Strategy


The three invading wasteland forces had totaled nearly ten thousand fighters. They’d traveled at double speed to get to Greenland’s gates in the hopes of winning before much resistance could be mustered. Instead, they suffered a crushing defeat.

Dawn Polaris had brought nearly eight hundred Elysian fighters with her. A small number, relatively speaking, but it was important to recognize their quality.

The drunk, Dawn, Gabriel, and Roc were already formidable. Then, you had Claudia, Barb, and Rio – martial artists and demon hunters of significant skill. After that were the grunts, each of whom was Elysian-trained and equipped, handpicked from the Polaris family’s forces. Any one of them was equal to ten normal soldiers, making a force of eight hundred equivalent to eight thousand. Against an unorganized wastelander force with brittle morale, they were a nightmare.

These southerners had never seen a demon hunter’s powers. Terrangelica spat javelins of rock at them, and it was like the very earth fought for her. Boulders tumbled like rain. How were wastelanders supposed to fight against that? Then there was the old drunk, who could sweep away an entire squad by merely lifting his hand. It was like a fierce tiger pouncing on a mouse.

“Everyone, kneel.”

Rio had brought two hundred Talons of God with him. Weapons bared, they surrounded the prisoners and forced them to their knees. Their weapons and armor were removed and thrown into a pile.

Eight thousand gruff men put their hands on their heads and knelt in the dirt. The area outside of Greenland City’s walls was densely packed with anxious faces, waiting to see what their fate entailed. All sorts constituted this force: wastelander settlers both big and small, towering mutants, and everything in between. For those coming from the Elysian lands where homogeneity was the norm, it was a strange sight to behold.

A total of over a hundred vehicles and six hundred trained beasts were also captured. In addition, there were two thousand or more guns and huge piles of other equipment. Surprisingly, there were also a handful of small airships. All told, the weapons and equipment of a small army now belonged to Greenland City.

“Cloudhawk, what happened to you?” Dawn hardly recognized him beneath the bandages. She reached out to touch his face. “Why do they have you wrapped up like this? Is this what they wear in the wastelands?”

He was forced, though reluctantly, to explain his story once again.

“Well, the fact that you’re still breathing after Arcturus drew Ruin is a miracle in itself!” She smiled delightedly as she spoke. She didn’t care about the scars. “You were never all that handsome,” she teased, “but I see even a ruined face hasn’t stopped you… Who is she?”

Dawn dragged her gaze over to Hellflower, and the two locked eyes. Cloudhawk felt his skin crawl from the intensity.

“I’m called Hellflower. I’m sure you’ve heard of me. Cloudhawk and I have been friends for many years.” Her face bore a calm, friendly smile, and she even extended her hand to shake. “A woman as beautiful and talented as you is rare to see. You must be the great Dawn Polaris I’ve heard so much about.”

Dawn did not take the offered hand. She just gave Cloudhawk a pointed stare. This bastard had been spending his time with this Dark Atom slut all this time?

Hellflower retracted her hand, not appearing the least bit awkward. “We appreciate the help. You’ve all come from so far. Come in, rest, and we’ll have a meal put out for you.”

“Don’t treat us like guests.” Dawn regarded her again with a disparaging glance. “We’ve come looking for Cloudhawk. If this is where he lives now, then this is where we stay. In fact, you aren’t needed here anymore. It might be better for you to go back to where you came from rather than be an eyesore here.”

Hellflower’s presence and function in Greenland City were indispensable. Cloudhawk was quick to get between them and try to soothe Dawn’s bubbling anger. After all, the force she brought was also important, so he had to find a way to get them all to work together.

Obviously, the relationship between these two women was going to make things very difficult.

Dawn’s arrival was enough of a shock. Cloudhawk was even more surprised to see who else she’d brought with her. He thought, for example, that the old drunk was still recovering in Woodland Vale. As far as he could tell, the old man looked like he was in fine shape. It turned out he stumbled into Dawn while she was looking for Cloudhawk and led her here.

Autumn and the old drunk… Greenland City now had two incredible defenders. It didn’t seem they would have anything to worry about from now on.

Gabriel was a face Cloudhawk hadn’t seen for a long time, and he was now also here. There were also the Polaris family representatives like Roc and Rio, fine men to have on his side. Claudia was also here, a woman Cloudhawk had shared a lot of history with. What were they all doing as part of this motley crew?

The twists and turns that made up this long story were all shared. In short, after Arcturus’ attempts to hide the truth from the masses, things had become both tense and complicated. The Governor’s ultimate aims were still a mystery, but it was obvious that he was still amassing power. His puppet army in the Northern Barrens was still expanding, and there was no longer any competition to speak of to keep him in check. Still, he wasted no effort in making himself stronger, and no one knew why.

The Polaris family was no longer part of Skycloud’s political structure. With nowhere to go, Dawn took her family’s best and set out.

Now that the Polaris family had been beaten, with their remnants licking their wounds back in their hometown, they could no longer stand against the Cloudes. The Temple – though influential in the city – was still silent and wary of Arcturus’s machinations.

Dawn shared the details of her grandfather’s death with those loyal to her family. Those who followed her out into the wastes were the ones who believed Skye’s death was orchestrated by Arcturus.

“Sir!” Rio approached and faced Cloudhawk. “What do you want to do with them?”

Dawn looked towards the prisoners and scowled. “Why would we let these filthy heathens keep breathing? Kill them and find somewhere to dump the bodies.”

She made no effort to control her volume. The wastelanders began to tremble at her brutal suggestion.

“Leave them. There’s still a lot to do in the city, and we need laborers. They’re all young and strong. It would be a waste to kill such resources that were marched to our front door.” Cloudhawk gestured to Rio. “Bring them inside. Find somewhere for them to stay. But make sure they’re watched and don’t give them any opportunities to make trouble.”

“Yes, sir!”

Rio quickly set about arranging his prisoners into two lines. They snaked into Greenland City in an orderly fashion. Meanwhile, Cloudhawk gathered up all the rest and looked them over. His eyes eventually turned to Claudia and Azura.

“How did you two end up here?”

Azura piped up excitedly, “Because I wanted to be with my teacher!”

Claudia remained silent. Though she couldn’t pinpoint when it happened, she’d grown bored of the false glory Skycloud prided itself on. While the wastelands were a dirty and savage place, it still seemed like a reasonable place to live.

Everyone retired to the safety of the city. Cloudhawk showed the newcomers around.

Greenland City was a treasure in the southern wilds. You could scour the wastelands and never find another place like it. By now, Autumn was roughly halfway through finishing the enchantment that protected its borders, and once she was finished, the city would be all but impregnable. It would take the entire Skycloud army to break through.

“From now on, you will call this place home. It doesn’t have the comforts of Skycloud, but you’ll be safe and free.”

Rio busied himself by having the prisoners construct a temporary camp for them to live in.

Dawn was intrigued by this place. She knew Cloudhawk had been here before, years ago. It was also stunning to find a place like this in an otherwise barren landscape. It was sloppy and filled with mutated creatures, but there were green plants and clean water.

Cloudhawk explained his plan to everyone.

“Now that you’re all here, we have the strength to make ourselves one of the wastelands’ strongest groups. But, there are still huge swaths of the wastes we know nothing about. There’s no one who knows what to expect out there. Meanwhile, we have to keep in mind that Skycloud could hound us at any point. Where we’re at now, if the Skycloud army finds us, there’s no way we’ll withstand a full bombardment.”

The old drunk cut in. “So what’s the plan?”

“First, we built this place up. Make it home.”

“Second, we need to learn more about what’s out there. Meanwhile, we do what we can to build up our forces by recruiting people we find.”

“Third, I plan to train up a group of wastelander demon hunters. They won’t be needed anytime soon, but when they’re fully trained and equipped, it’ll be a hell of a force – whether against the wastelands or Skycloud.”

The first two were fine. It was Cloudhawk’s third idea that earned disapproval.

“You think demon hunters grow on trees? That we can just pluck them up from the ground?” Claudia was indignant at the suggestion. “Forget that demon hunters need years of training. Even if we could get a group together, what power do you have to equip them?”

Cloudhawk smirked at her. “What makes you think I don’t have the power?”

“What a joke. Can you make relics out of thin air?”

Cloudhawk produced the exorcist rod he had created and threw it to her feet. “So far, I can make these. Pretty soon, I’ll be able to make more unique relics.”

His words had a visible effect on the crowd. Even the drunk stared at him with open shock.

Dawn scooped up the crude relic and gave it a closer inspection. Each moment that passed, her expression changed, from doubt to confusion and eventually to surprise. She looked at the imitation exorcist rod in disbelief. This was supposed to be exclusive to Elysians!

Was it true? Could Cloudhawk make relics? Claudia was so stunned that she couldn’t even speak.

“Finally, as secretary-general here, I’d like to add a few points on top of what our fine leader has already expressed.” Halfway through the discussion, a sultry voice intruded. Hellflower stepped forward. “We must also work to expand our controlled territory and take over as many of the nearby settlements as we can. That will get us the population and resources we need to continue our studies. Greenland City will continue to improve so long as we pour effort into its agriculture, manufacturing, and science.”

Dawn slapped her hand against the table and shot to her feet. “No one asked for your opinion, so shut the hell up!”

The room was immediately filled with hostility as the two women faced off.

Dawn’s distrust of the Dark Atom bordered on hatred. If not for the fact that Dark Atom forces had delayed the expeditionary force, General Skye’s killers wouldn’t have had the opportunity to attack him. They were partially responsible for her grandfather’s death!

Cloudhawk looked between them, uncomfortably aware of the trouble this would cause.

There was a mountain of work to be done, but the most troublesome appeared to be keeping Greenland City’s members on the same side.


6 / Greenland Institute


Dawn and Cloudhawk had a friendship that was forged through hardship. His bond with Hellflower was just as complex.

Both women were important to him. For Dawn, it was obvious; Cloudhawk had absolute trust in her, and she was responsible for saving Greenland City from an invasion. However, Hellflower was also an integral part of their fledgling territory. Not only was she a brilliant scientist, but she was also their link to much-needed resources.

Greenland City wouldn’t be where it was now without the Dark Atom and Woodland Vale. If Dawn insisted on fighting Hellflower, Cloudhawk would find himself uncomfortably caught in the middle.

Dawn was definitely strong enough to grind Hellflower into the dirt, but strength wasn’t everything. When it came to scheming and sinister methods, Hellflower was ten times more capable than the demon hunter.

This was a real problem Cloudhawk had to deal with right now, before it got out of hand. Cloudhawk started by bringing Dawn out for a drink after the meeting.

The two absconded to a secluded corner of the fort. Dusk had fallen, and most of the city’s denizens had turned in after a long day of work. There were still some people about, though. Merchants and guards with free time came to the fort to blow off some steam and look for a good time.

To the eyes of an Elysian, even this place was very backward. Grass and weeds had crept into the urban spaces, and there were all sorts of critters you had to step around even inside the fort. Here, people lived a very primitive lifestyle.

Outside, the God Tree enchantment was nearly complete. A transparent field of energy tumbled from its canopy like a curtain of water, enveloping everything. As the rays of the setting sun filtered through it, the light softened and bathed the city in a pleasant glow.

Some of that light shone on a grave without a marker, nestled near the fort. Two figures sat nearby sharing a drink. One was a haughty and beautiful woman. The other was a simple and untamed man. They were a strange and incongruous pair.

Cloudhawk shared the story of the simple yet complicated woman buried before them.

In some ways, Dawn and Artemis were very similar. Dawn was like an upgraded version of the wastelander woman. Vengeful, loyal, emotional – in these ways, they were cut from the same cloth.

Dawn took another swig of wine. This wastelander brew was inferior to Elysian stuff, but it still painted her delicate cheeks with splotches of red. After hearing about Artemis, she was quiet for a time. Eventually, she used her sleeve to wipe her mouth, then spoke. “I’m sorry I caused you trouble. It’s hard to let go of my old temper. That tramp just riles me up.”

Cloudhawk shook his head and looked at the grave.

“Artemis was killed by Abaddon. The demon is indirectly responsible for killing a lot of mercenaries who were my first teachers. By all rights, I should hate him, but I choose to bear it.”

“We don’t have a choice. I want to kill Arcturus, but we’re still too weak. I can’t just waltz up and put my sword through his heart. I just have to choke it down.”

“Yup, that’s the way it is. I hope you can think of everything that way. There’s a whole lot in this world that might be hard to swallow, but we’ve got to. At least for now.”

“Relax,” she said. “I know where to draw the line. I’m here to help, not to cause trouble.”

Cloudhawk nodded appreciatively. If that’s how she felt, then he didn’t have anything to worry about. “Anyway… now that you’ve taken so many people and left Skycloud, it doesn’t look like there’s any going back. What’s your future plans look like?”

“Future plans?” She chuckled before giving a frank response. “Nothing! I wasn’t thinking at all when I led these people out of Skycloud.”

Cloudhawk nearly choked on a mouthful of wine.

“What’s the point? You’ll help me figure it out anyway.” Dawn reached out a hand and clapped it on Cloudhawk’s shoulder. “Wherever you go and whatever you do, I’m right there with you. It’s that easy. No reason to rack my brains over it. Together forever!”

Dawn’s eyes glittered with determination. Cloudhawk couldn’t help but feel a pressure settle on him, borne from the trust and affection she displayed.

He didn’t have nearly as much confidence in their situation as she had. Cloudhawk didn’t feel like he had any level of control over his future. How could he be responsible for Dawn’s? She was such a sincere person… but be it the sincere Dawn or the guileful Hellflower, whenever he was with either woman, Cloudhawk’s thoughts turned toward another white-clad beauty.

He wasn’t going to disappoint someone, no matter what he did.

Beneath Dawn’s carefree exterior was a sensitive heart. She sensed some of Cloudhawk’s apprehensions and spoke up with an indifferent tone. “I understand, you know. A man lives his life for pleasure and peace of mind. Some things don’t need to be so complicated.”

She took another gulp from her bottle. “When Grandfather died, I realized that fortune is fickle. Our destinies are out of our control. I don’t think about the future anymore. I just live in the moment and follow my heart because I could be dead the next minute. So long as I leave with no regrets, then that’s enough.”

Dead any minute… live with no regrets. It was a forthright philosophy. Cloudhawk still felt the same heroic spirit in Skycloud’s devil-woman, but he could tell she was lost.

In the last few years, everything – actions, people, fate – all affected one another. Nothing ever remained constant. Enemies were now friends. Old allies became foes. Hate grew from love, and mutual dislike could be washed away with time.

Yeah... guess that is life.

Cloudhawk leaned back and shut his eyes. He felt like everything was connected, tied together in a huge net with no edges. Like a million rivers rushing together towards the sea, whatever their twists and turns, they always wound up together.

“We’re all just dust underneath the same starry sky. All we can do is try our best. The only thing we can control is ourselves.” Cloudhawk opened his eyes and saw Dawn’s smiling face. “Four years ago, I had a very similar conversation with the woman in that grave. I didn’t get it then, but I think I’m starting to now.”

“Hey, what’s all this nonsense? We’re not sentimental twats. That guy’s gone now, and from now on, we fight together!”

Dawn polished off the rest of her drink and chucked it aside. She rose, patting the dirt off her rear, full of spirit and vigor. Cloudhawk looked up at her with a knowing smile creeping onto his face.

The greatest fortune of his life was meeting people like this. Why was he always looking outside for some paradise? It was in his heart, with people like her.
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The next morning, Claudia was brought to an unused space within the city. She was transfixed by the sight.

A thousand children stood in orderly rows, practicing drills taught by Talon soldiers. The sounds of their shouting rang through the city as they trained. At the front of the group was Azura, and though she was small, she was working as hard as any of them. Her tiny face was screwed tight in focus, her punches and kicks delivered with intention.

Claudia looked out over the kids who were training the best they could. They were clumsy and unsure but tried earnestly.

“Hey! What do you think? Not bad, eh?” She was shaken from her surprise by a voice from behind her. She turned her head to see Cloudhawk’s mummy-like form sauntering her way.

A scowl was her response. “What wicked plan are you scheming?”

“It’s been years since you and I have had any problems. Will you cut it out with the constant suspicion? Anyhow, in the state I’m in, you could beat my ass if I said something you don’t like. Am I right or am I right?”

Claudia, her face dark, turned to walk away.

“See? Still pissy. I was gonna ask you to consider being Greenland Institute’s headmaster – pick out the talented children to be demon hunters – and you turn your back. Fine, if you think it’s below you, I’ll just ask Gabby to do it.”

She stopped in her tracks. “What? Greenland Institute?”

“That’s right. Greenland Institute. I want to build a place where students can learn all sorts of things, from science to martial arts to mental cultivation to everything in between. It would be an incredible undertaking and a milestone for the wastelands.”

Cloudhawk sounded inspired. A school? In the wastelands? Making demon hunters out of these heathens? It sounded crazy, but that was exactly what Cloudhawk was planning. Did he realize the difficulty of what he was asking? Had he given it any thought at all?

“I remember you said you wanted to be an instructor. I figure it’d be hard for you to find a job in Skycloud now, but if you still want to pursue that goal, you can do it here. It isn’t as nice as the Elysian lands, but you’ll have children you can mold.”

“We’ve got practically no resources, but you still want to build a school?”

“Starting from zero is tough, but I think with enough effort, we can get it done. Whatever you need, I’ll find a way to get it. All I need from you is a commitment to give it a try.”

Claudia looked over the ragtag group of malnourished children in silence. These were the spawn of those she used to despise, who she saw as less than human. She didn’t see things like that anymore. Instead, she found them almost… friendly.

“Fine.” She made up her mind to stay.

Cloudhawk nodded in satisfaction. Claudia was a proper demon hunter, born and raised as a noble member of Skycloud’s elite. She’d undergone all of the proper training in Skycloud and knew all sorts of things Cloudhawk would never understand. No one was a better choice to start developing their demon hunters.

He made it official and announced the news to all the students. When Azura heard that Claudia would be staying, she was overjoyed. The other children took the news rather calmly. They didn’t really know what this meant for them.

Cloudhawk followed up by appointing a handful of the Talon officers as instructors. In general, wastelanders were made of tougher stuff than Elysians. If they submitted themselves to rigorous training, they would grow to be very capable warriors.


7 / Copperhide's Family


Cloudhawk was now the official leader of Greenland City.

The typical wastelander community was loosely associated and largely backwards, its denizens generally primitive and only having simple wants. For these reasons, transforming Greenland City into a regional powerhouse would not be easy. Luckily for Cloudhawk, he had a lot of capable help and a core of strong fighters to back him up. It meant his orders were followed without much conflict. In particular, the unexpected arrival of Dawn and her people impacted Greenland City on all fronts.

In a corner of the city, nestled in a shack, were three mutants. They lived antisocial lives and kept to themselves, but that wasn’t because they had acerbic personalities. Not all mutants were stupid and violent.

The Copperhide family was an example of high-functioning, intelligent mutants. Copperhide himself was over thirty years old and two meters tall. He probably weighed seven hundred pounds and was as sturdy as a boulder. Every inch of his tough skin was covered in a thick, hard cuticle-like layer as thick as a rhino’s hide. Most bullets left little more than a scar, and his skin protected him from the harsh sunlight of the wastes.

Stonepetal was Copperhide’s wife. She was smaller than her husband, but small was a relative term. Stonepetal was nearly two meters herself and five hundred pounds of muscle. It would take two grown men together to match her size, and she could probably hammer the guts out of an ordinary man with one punch.

They had one child, Ironspike. While mutant households were a rare sight in wastelander cities, they did exist. Ironspike was nine years old and was already over a hundred pounds. He was capable of lifting things three times his own weight and had inherited his father’s tough skin. Even at his tender age, the young mutant could hold his own against many wild animals.

Both Copperhide and Stonepetal were enormously strong. Ordinary wastelands beasts were no threat to them, and most people steered clear. By all rights, it should have been an easy life, but things were not so simple.

Ever since coming to Greenland City, they’d been struggling to make ends meet. More than once, they nearly starved and for a very simple reason.

The family was a capable one – even at nine years old, Ironspike was strong and helpful. But their incredible size and strength came with an equivalent appetite. Such hunger in a place with limited food was more lethal than any physical weakness.

Their family of three ate as much as ten strong men, and even that was barely enough for them to survive. Enough food to feed fifteen men might be sufficient to meet their needs, but if they really wanted full bellies, twenty servings would do the trick. It was a massive amount of food!

Copperhide had worked hard ever since they settled here. Every day, he went out with the hunting parties, tracking dangerous prey. Stonepetal found work in town doing grueling jobs others couldn’t handle. Even Ironspike spent his days working, taking hide and fur to market.

They worked from morning to night, laboring to exhaustion just for enough food. When would their struggles end, just for a full belly? Such was the life they led.

“I’m back.” Copperhide dragged half a deer carcass into the shack. Ironspike and Stonepetal had been resting inside. Ironspike’s belly rumbled when he smelled the fresh meat.

“That’s it?” Stonepetal scowled. “That’s not nearly enough. You’re getting more and more useless! You probably ate half of it on the way home!”

“We ran into a group of nasty beasts. This was all I could snatch from their mouths. Look, I’ve got the wounds on my back to prove it.” Copperhide frowned, upset at the accusations. He turned to show her his injuries. He worked hard to put food on their table and didn’t deserve his wife’s suspicion. In fact, the more he thought about it, the angrier he became. “Hell, you haven’t left the house to do anything in days. All you do is sit here and complain about what I bring home. How am I supposed to get enough for us all on my own?”

Stonepetal flew into a fury. While they were intelligent mutants, they were still more irascible than the average human. “Don’t you know anything?! The new leader is snatching up children. If I didn’t stay home to protect him, then you wouldn’t be able to go hunt!”

Copperhide was about to respond but stopped. He’d heard Greenland’s new leader had some sort of demon power. Word was he had to devour a child every night to keep himself strong. That’s why he ordered every child in the city to gather. They were raised like cattle so that he could consume their life force.

It wasn’t clear where this rumor started, but it scared Copperhide and his family deeply. They’d seen what the new leader could do. That sort of power didn’t come from the wastelands. It could only come from demons. After hearing those dark rumors, both Copperhide and Stonepetal decided to keep Ironspike hidden away.

But this was unsustainable! They couldn’t live like this! They had to eat! Copperhide was stuck.

“That’s not what I heard!” the young mutant piped up. “I heard the new leader is a good man. He had the children living in a special place now where they’re trained and don’t have to work. They’re given plenty of food and water.”

“What?”

“I’m so hungry here! I want to go!”

“Who told you that?” Copperhide glared at him. “You think such a good thing really exists? I’ve met the new leader, and he’s a demon. If not, then how does he have a demon’s powers? If you go, you’ll just be waiting for him to eat your heart!”

Ironspike hesitated. “If that’s true-”

“Enough!” She slapped Ironspike across his head. “From now on, you’re staying here in this house, and if I catch you trying to leave, I’ll break your legs! Now eat!”

The humble household settled down for a meal. Mutants often didn’t care if their meals were cooked or not. Stonepetal tore off a fatty deer leg, still dripping with blood, and handed it to her son. Ironspike was so hungry that he was on the verge of passing out, so after it was shoved his way, he tore into it with relish. Before long, it had been gnawed down to the bone.

Half a deer was enough for a week for a family of average folk. For the three mutants, it was hardly enough for a meal. For a growing boy like Ironspike, a deer leg simply wasn’t enough.

Copperhide and Stonepetal had no solutions for their predicament. They’d tried everything, but food was scarce. This was the wastelands, after all, so sustenance was hard to come by for everyone. Another day alive was good enough. But, it didn’t escape them that the amount of food they were bringing back was decreasing by the day, and with it, their strength. It was a vicious cycle. Eventually, Copperhide wouldn’t have the strength to hunt, and they would die.

No one knew what would happen from one day to the next, even in a community like this. You had to have the strength to protect yourself. Copperhide was urged on by a strong will to survive, something every wastelander felt throughout their whole lives.

The next day, before dawn.

Copperhide heard steps outside their shack, drawing closer. He instantly went on alert, and all grogginess fled his mind. It was a skill anyone who lived in the wastelands learned. He went to the door and pulled it open, only to find a dozen armored soldiers waiting outside.

These were the demon leader’s men. They were terrifying killers in their own right.

“We’re the governor’s men,” one of the soldiers said, identifying himself. “We heard you were hiding a child here and didn’t want him to undergo training.”

Copperhide was nervous. “No! You heard wrong!”

But they had already looked into the shack and saw the child huddling inside. “Under the governor’s new rules, every child under fourteen must submit themselves for training. We’re here to enforce his orders, so please give us your child.”

Copperhead angrily reached for his cudgel. “That demon wants to eat my boy!”

“What are you talking about?” The soldiers looked at one another, puzzled. “That’s a ridiculous rumor. The governor gathered these children so we can train them. We see to their growth and make sure they’re fed. This is a good thing we’re doing. You need to trust us.”

But Copperhide was no fool. No one got anything for free!

The Talon soldiers had begun to run out of patience. This wasn’t the first place where they’d encountered trouble like this. Better to just force the mutant’s submission. “Our patience is limited. Bring the child out now, or we’ll go in and take him.”

Copperhead looked them over. These weren’t typical wastelander thugs. They were soldiers from Skycloud. Average Skycloud warriors were bad enough, much less this lot that had trained under General Skye. Any one of them was among the cream of the crop. If they really wanted to cause harm, Copperhide couldn’t stop them.

“I’ll go!” Ironspike strode forward.

Copperhide looked at him in fury and surprise. “What the hell are you doing?! Get back here!”

“Maybe they’re telling the truth. I saw Blackswine the other day, and he said the exact same thing.”

Copperhide and his wife weren’t sure of what to do. Blackswine was another child who lived nearby and had a friendly relationship with their boy. He was an orphan who survived by collecting scraps. They knew he’d been snatched up early when they were first starting to take children. Were the children that the demon had captured really still alive?

Was the rumor that he was eating their hearts untrue?

Ironspike had chosen to ignore his parents. He made a decision to follow these soldiers. If he stayed in that shack, he would eventually die of hunger. Better to see the truth of these rumors himself.

So terrifying were these rumors that Copperhide never made an effort to see if the story was real. When they went with the soldiers to deliver Ironspike and saw the place for themselves, their faces went stiff with disbelief.

The doors were etched in simple wastelander script: Greenland Institute.

It was the name for an entire campus where hundreds of children were housed. There weren’t any walls, guards, or anything that made it seem like they were being forced to stay. They arrived around morning and saw soldiers cooking up gruel in enormous pots.

Lines of children were waiting obediently for their portions. The inviting scent of food made Copperhide and Stonepetal dizzy.

All of this… put together after just a few days? Copperhide stared wide-eyed at this paradise. All at once, the nasty rumors about their new leader were put to rest. Stonepetal was sold when she was assured that her son would be given all the food he needed for free every day. And what’s more, he would then be trained and made strong by these mighty soldiers.

With the truth in plain view, Stonepetal immediately started shouting abuse at her husband. If that idiot hadn’t paid attention to those outlandish rumors, they’d have found out about this much earlier! All those days of hunger and fear for nothing!

Copperhide didn’t lose his temper this time. He also regretted listening to the stories. All of this only made him more curious about their new leader. What sort of person was he really? How was he so different from the ones who came before?


8 / Greenland's Transformation


“We’ll have him undergo the entrance exam.” One of the soldiers walked their way. “Your boy will go in with us.”

Exam? What exam? Copperhide and Stonepetal were concerned. Wastelanders weren’t an educated lot, and exams weren’t their strength. What if he didn’t pass?

It was a common fear the soldiers encountered. While they were quite frustrated with these mutants, their strong discipline prevailed. Besides, they weren’t Elysians anymore. They couldn’t act high and mighty like they used to.

“Everyone has their own talents. The point of the exam is to find out what those talents are. Those who are naturally strong might do well as martial artists and possibly become great warriors one day. If they’re weaker, that’s no problem. Even students of average intelligence can learn the sciences and train with the Seekers. Once they graduate, they’ll be scientists, on the front line of our city’s development.”

Wastelanders weren’t weak compared to Elysians due to physiological reasons. It was because they were never taught, never trained. Life was a series of days strung together, just trying to survive. What that life taught them was a fierce tenacity, like that of a wild animal. However, without any formal learning, it was hit or miss. What’s more, nothing was retained or passed on to the next generation to make them better.

That was why Skycloud steadily progressed while the wastelands stayed in ruins.

Cloudhawk was determined to lift the wastelands up from the dirt. Greenland City would be the starting point. Here, he would teach everyone that wastelanders were strong and capable. He would give these people the opportunity to change their destinies. Maybe they would become martial artists, or if not, then maybe Seekers. Scientists were also highly respected.

What about those without physical ability or intelligence? The wastelands were a cruel place. If you were neither strong nor cunning, then you wouldn’t make it – few were the ones who survived to adulthood by some twist of fate. Still, they wouldn’t just be discarded. At least they could learn a little, enough to be effective workers.

Cloudhawk was determined to turn this city into the capital of a burgeoning domain. Greenland wouldn’t just evoke the idea of plentiful food and water. It would be a rebirth of culture, of learning. He hoped that in his realm, people could learn their own worth.

Copperhide and Stonepetal had confidence in their child. They were at least smart enough to get by, and strength was not a worry.

The soldier was still taking his time with them. “I can tell you are new here. You haven’t registered at the fort, have you?”

Copperhide shook his head. With such frightening rumors of the new governor, he hadn’t been in a rush to present himself.

“The governor has ordered that everyone living in the city must register. What are you doing now for work?”

“Work? What work?”

“Part of the new rules is that if you have a child in training, you are given work priority,” the soldier explained. “Since you don’t have any stable occupation, may I ask what you’re skilled in?”

Both mutants weren’t sure how to respond. This was a real law? “I can hunt and fight,” Copperhide finally said. Then, he added, as an afterthought, “I can take on ten men by myself. Does that count as a skill?”

“Not bad! We can get you a spot with the Governor’s Hunters. I won’t get too deep into it now, but suffice it to say, if you pull your weight, you won’t have to worry about food.” The soldier nodded in satisfaction. “But on second thought, given what you’ve told me, maybe hunting isn’t the best for you. The barracks are still looking for soldiers. You could give that a shot. If you pass muster, you’ll get your meals every day as well as an allowance. We’ll also make sure you have a suitable place to live.”

Copperhide didn’t notice his heart racing. Before today, his hunting had always been done solo. It was by choice since he didn’t trust anyone else. Backstabbing was common among wastelanders, especially after a hunt. But if the hunt was formal and regulated, maybe that would happen less.

There were a lot of dangerous things out there waiting for unwary hunters. If he could go out with a team, why would Copperhide want to risk it alone?

However, what really caught his attention was the prospect of soldiering. Why kill himself going out for scraps day after day? If he became one of the city’s defenders, he wouldn’t have to worry about going hungry anymore. He’d also hold better standing with the citizens, which was an appealing and novel idea.

Stonepetal didn’t want to be forgotten. “I’m strong. I can work!”

“We’ve opened a cement factory on the east side of the city. Just so happens we need strong workers. Greenland’s builders need hands at their quarries too. If you think you’re up for it, go see what suits you. The more work you do, the more food you earn. You’ll only go hungry if you’re lazy.”

The mutant couple couldn’t believe their ears. Wastelander settlements were always only a loose association. Leaders were just people with the wherewithal to exploit their underlings, who demanded most of their food and goods for the right to live another day. It was unthinkable that a leader would offer work and food.

After the new leader had arrived, he’d found there were a thousand things that needed doing. That meant a thousand opportunities for Greenland’s people.

Ironspike was led onto the campus through rows of other wastelander children. They were all waiting in line before the giant pots. None of them pushed or rushed, for they knew there was enough for everybody.

Ironspike was still a child. All of this was strange and a little confusing. Where did the new leader get all this food to feed everyone? Why would he give it out for free? Ironspike didn’t get it, so he didn’t ponder too long. Either way, this new leader was a man to look up to as far as he was concerned. He didn’t want to ask questions. He only wanted a full belly.

“You new?” A small, sweet voice spoke at his shoulder. He looked down to see a pretty little girl staring up at him.

She was wearing a trainee’s leather vest and had a strange spiral stick slung across her back. Her eyes were a brilliant crystal blue. Ironspike had never seen anyone so pretty in all his life, so for a moment, he was too tongue-tied to speak.

“My name’s Azura. Come with me!”

She was young but authoritative. The two of them walked to the far corner of the field and into a building. Therein were a few dozen newcomers like Ironspike, waiting for their exams.

Azura turned to him. “Good luck!”

The first part of the exam was a simple test of their physique: reaction time, endurance, strength, and so on. Thanks to his parents, Ironspike was born with the strength of a bull, so he far surpassed everyone else he tested with.

Next was a test of intelligence, also uncomplicated. Test takers were given a series of questions to determine critical thinking, creative problem solving, and more. Even though Ironspike was a mutant, he was fairly clever, so he passed this test with flying colors as well.

It was clear that some were surprised that this dim-looking mutant was actually rather smart.

“Interesting kid. Definitely not your typical mutant,” Barb said. “Hey Blue, bring him to Claudia.”

“Right away, Barb!” Azura took Ironspike to a simple room, occupied by a pretty woman with golden hair. Before even speaking a word, she threw a stick towards him.

Ironspike grabbed it out of the air. Before he even knew what was going on, the woman was explaining a series of techniques to him.

The mutant did as he was told. Following her instructions, he was stunned when the head of the spiral rod slowly started to rotate. He was shocked, though he had no idea what it meant.

“Eh? A mutant with decent demon hunter talent?!” Claudia’s surprise nearly matched Ironspike’s. She’d tested three to four hundred children already, and so far, only a handful of them had what it took to be trained as demon hunters – less than one in thirty. Those she did find had some talent but not much to speak of. Still, with training, they could still become acceptable demon hunters.

This one, though, was different. He was able to resonate with the exorcist rod only a short time after picking it up. He even made it spin. It wasn’t deadly by any means, but it was a great start.

This kid had real potential.

“What’s your name?”

“Ironspike.”

“Ironspike?” Claudia wrinkled her petite nose. What kind of a name was this? Wastelanders need to pick better things to call themselves. But, it didn’t matter. She had a new student. She waved her hand at him. “Welcome, you’ve been admitted as a student of Greenland Institute. Starting today, you begin training with me.”

Ironspike shuffled in place, dazed.

“Say thank you!” Azura quietly prodded.

The stunned mutant came back to his senses and flopped to his knees. “Thank you, instructor… C-can I have something to eat before we start training?”

Claudia was speechless. The kid had no idea that his life was about to change dramatically. All he cared about was his next meal.

Well, so be it.

Copperhide found employment with the Greenland guard. Stonepetal also found work in the cement factory. Their son was on the path to becoming a demon hunter. Copperhide and his family came to enjoy the benefits of Greenland City’s revolution – one example of hundreds. With Cloudhawk’s arrival, the wastelands had begun to change.


9 / A Brief Revival


Eerie green flames danced around a crude ring, while sparks of some enigmatic power floated through the air before settling into it.

When they touched the ring’s surface, these motes of light bloomed into threads of luminescence, then quickly disappeared. As each spark flared and died, one could see their threads weaving within the ring.

Cloudhawk carefully, painstakingly built the new relic. He manipulated the precious anima into a coherent tapestry and implanted it inside the ring. It was like composing an opus or a poem.

When the flames eventually subsided, the ring was complete. It was not an attractive piece of jewelry by any means, but the inside bore a very detailed pattern none could see. The threads of anima within spread through the piece like capillaries, as complex and ubiquitous as circuits in a computer chip.

Where it differed from those other feats of engineering was that there was no way others could see them. His pattern had become an intrinsic piece of the relic, the perfect blend of art, magic, and science.

“Experiment number one hundred seventy-one.” Cloudhawk lifted the ring and peered at it closely as he muttered to himself. “A complete success.”

Cloudhawk had been sleeping very little lately. He’d been working for days – and the end result had been a hundred and seventy failures. But they weren’t fruitless efforts – each time, he learned something new about relics and how to build them. For instance, he realized that the process wasn’t as mystical as it appeared at the beginning. In fact, once he lifted the veil of mystery and looked closer at the process, he discovered that there were specific and uniform rules that governed how it worked.

It was a science. Each discovery brought more mystery, more perfection, and guided him closer to the source. It was a science that perhaps was far beyond the abilities of humans to grasp and was likewise about as near to science as art was. Only a very different civilization could have been responsible for its creation.

Once he learned the essence of it, he would know the secrets underpinning it. A relic, a sword, a knife, a gun, a cannon… they were all the same.

For instance, the oldest humans used stones and sticks to make their weapons. To them, using metal to smelt their tools was far beyond their limited intelligence. A gun or cannon would have been even more unthinkable.

Humans today weren’t far removed from their ancestors of the Stone Age. Relics to them were like a nuclear bomb to early ape-like men.

Magic wasn’t a real thing, not in this world. Science was the process of turning magic into reproducible fact. In that way, they were inexorably tied; the limits of science seemed like magic, and the essence of magic lay in science.

Lower life forms saw advanced science as magic, just like humans looked up to gods and demons.

It was an important revelation for Cloudhawk. It led him to a deeper and more profound understanding of the world they lived in. Before today, relics were inscrutable, just as gods and demons were above understanding. But now… maybe there weren’t any real “gods” or “demons” after all.

To apes, maybe humans were gods. Maybe the gods and demons of today looked at humans like humans looked at animals. Being a god or a demon was just a title, a layer of mystery laid on these creatures by humans who didn’t understand what they were seeing. Could that be the case?

The more he pondered, the more he thought he understood. He felt like he had begun to fumble towards the essential secrets of reality – and its charm.

It inspired him to research the mysteries of these relics day and night, forsaking rest and food. He was still only at the cusp. He still had to master these skills. The more he learned about this power – this strange and special ability that did not originate from his people – the more he would learn about the higher wisdom that governed reality.

But that was too big to grasp right now. First, time to test the ring!

He turned it around in his fingers over and over again, making sure that there were no flaws in his design. Finally, he nodded in satisfaction, slipped the ring onto his finger, and walked towards the experiment room.

He picked one of the dummies and summoned his mental powers. Immediately, the air started to ripple. A host of minute threads gathered around him, tendrils of energy that gathered like rivers toward the ocean. Cloudhawk stared excitedly at the stable orb they created. Was he right? After a hundred tries, did he finally get this design perfect?

Big enough…

He drew his arm back, preparing to cast the orb at his target. Then suddenly, the once-stable orb bulged grotesquely without warning.

Shit! Cloudhawk threw himself behind cover just as the orb detonated. Even with something between him and the blast, the concussive force still knocked him off his feet. He crashed into a wall, then crumpled onto the ground like a puppet with its strings cut. Blood leaked from between his bandages, some from new wounds and some from old.

What happened? Why did it fail? Where was the problem?

He racked his brains. The inspiration for this relic came from exorcist bows. After disassembling several dozen, he learned their secrets but felt that they were too cumbersome to carry. He thought it would be far more convenient if you could take the principle of the bow – gathering energy into a shot and then firing – and put it in something easy to carry like a ring. It’d be an excellent upgrade to standard demon hunter equipment.

One hundred and seventy-one failures. He’d run out of materials to keep trying. Even for Cloudhawk, this was a blow to his confidence.

The worst was not knowing why. Where was the flaw?

His musings were interrupted when the ground shook violently beneath his feet. The origin was from somewhere outside. Fearing the worst, he rushed from the lab to see what the problem was.

In the center of Greenland City was the God Tree, standing proud several hundred meters tall. The protective energies it bestowed were still raining upon the city, but now there was a crowd of milling citizens gathered near its base.

“Gabby, what’s going on?”

Cloudhawk had spotted his longtime friend among the onlookers.

Gabriel shrugged. “Everyone’s rushing to see Mistress Autumn use her godly powers, of course.”

The earthquake was a result of Autumn completing her enchantment. The curtain of energy that flowed from the God Tree’s branches was constant and unbroken. Now, no wastelander power could penetrate their home, and even the Elysian army would struggle to get through.

Cloudhawk looked around. “Autumn?”

Gabriel’s handsome face was curious as he also glanced about. “I saw her mount her dragon and fly towards the canopy when her enchantment was done. Don’t know what she’s up to.”

It was a tiring effort to establish this protection, Cloudhawk knew, especially now that she was human. Autumn had nothing but contempt for Cloudhawk, and it was a mystery why she agreed to help in the first place. He wanted to check up on her. After all, she’d helped his fledgling domain a lot with her power. It was only proper to say thank you.

Noble gods were loath to spend their time with lowly mortals. To give herself some distance, Autumn had constructed a hollow in the tree where she could abscond to. It was only several dozen meters wide, but it was enough for a single person to hide away comfortably.

Autumn’s divine beast was curled on a nearby branch. Its sibilant eyes watched the hollow entrance vigilantly.

Cloudhawk called to it, “Hey, don’t be nervous, I’m just here to see your mistress.”

The dragon king kept its burning eyes on the little man. Cloudhawk took its silence for consent and strode inside. Inside, he saw Autumn lying on the floor. He called out to her several times but got no response.

Was she unconscious? He paused for a moment, then approached to see if he could help.

Her face was pale and drawn. Sweat covered her form, and her breaths came in short ragged drags. It looked like she’d just finished running a marathon. An enchantment that covered their entire oasis was definitely not an easy feat to achieve.

Cloudhawk looked at her chapped lips, a reminder that she was now human despite her haughty airs. Thinking back, he realized it’d been ten days and nights that she’d been working, all without food or water. No one could fast for that long without serious consequences.

Cloudhawk pulled out a canteen of water and pressed it to her mouth. She took to it like an infant to a teat. After several deep gulps, she was already starting to look better. Her eyelashes fluttered, then rose as she awakened.

“You’re okay!”

Her gaze was unfocused, and she looked confused. The typical noble disdain she wore was nowhere to be seen.

“Autumn?” Cloudhawk looked closer, surprised to see a familiar glint. “It’s you!”

Tears carved a trail down her pale cheeks as she looked up at him. “I-I… what happened?”

“You really aren’t dead.” Cloudhawk was thrilled. The god who took her body must have weakened after the enchantment, allowing Autumn to come back. “You don’t remember? You’ve been possessed by the Shepherd God!”

It started coming back to her. She was amazed that the god of her people would rob her of her body.

Cloudhawk kept chattering at her. “What have you been going through? Do you know what’s been going on?”

Her mind was muddled. Everything jumbled together like pieces of a torn diary. She could recall scenes, but nothing was whole. “Cloudhawk, what should I do? I’m scared!”

“Don’t be scared. It’s alright. The god’s got a nasty temper, but we can fight back. Never give up, you hear me? Hold onto your will.”

Autumn weakly nodded.

“A lot has happened, to you and me both.” Cloudhawk helped her sit up. “But you’re alive and that’s wonderful news.”

Autumn felt like her head was ready to split open. A flood of memories raced through her mind all at once, causing her to cry as though something had frightened her.

“I can see the Shepherd God’s memories!”

Cloudhawk paused. “What do you see?”

“Gods… gods and… demons.” Autumn’s tiny hands clawed at Cloudhawk’s clothing. Sweat dropped off her chin from fear and exertion. Her eyes were wide and bloodshot. “Fake! I-it’s all fake!”

He looked back at her, puzzled and nervous. “What are you saying?”

“You’re in danger. You shouldn’t be with them.” She stopped suddenly, her face contorting in pain. There was a struggle going on in her mind. “Be wary of Wolfblade. He’s-”

She couldn’t say any more as her body went rigid and her jaw locked up.

“What?” Cloudhawk’s face was grim. He held onto her quivering frame. “What’s happening?!”

All of a sudden, the expression on her face turned ice-cold. Autumn looked at Cloudhawk’s hands on her shoulders, and a deathly malice crept into her eyes.

“Wait a second now. This is just a mis-”

The citizens outside heard a terrible scream. They looked up to see a figure being flung from the top of the two-hundred-meter-tall tree.


10 / Lacking


That day, Cloudhawk disseminated a new order among the people.

The God Tree was forbidden for anyone to approach. From that day forward, no one was permitted near it lest they wish to earn the Shepherd God’s ire. One couldn’t even imagine how they would lose their lives if they ignored the rule – the Shepherd God had such little regard for mortal life. The grim possibilities were hard to imagine.

While being flung from the God Tree was uncomfortable, Cloudhawk’s trip wasn’t without gain. Autumn’s beleaguered soul, trapped in her own body, weighed on his mind. He’d discovered that in sharing the same body, Autumn had also gained access to the former god’s memories.

Something she saw in them had frightened her.

This was perhaps not altogether surprising. The Shepherd God, Wolfblade, Arcturus… these sorts of people were always hiding dark secrets better left uncovered. But whatever it was she saw was too much for Autumn to ignore, and it scared her deeply.

He would have to be even more vigilant around Wolfblade. He wasn’t sure if Hellflower was hiding something as well.

He always knew she was a hungry and ambitious woman, so he was on guard every time she was around. It was part of the reason why there was always a distance between them, even though they’d gone through a lot together. Still, Cloudhawk would be sorely disappointed if he learned Hellflower was secretly manipulating him.

His musings were interrupted when Roc came to deliver a report.

Roc was one of General Skye’s most trusted men and a treasure of the Polaris family. He’d performed his duties with the Talons – as Warden and as a liaison – with skill and wisdom. Cloudhawk liked him a lot and had taken to relying on his council.

For nearly all of the Elysians exiled from their home, the transition from noble Skycloud citizen to reprobate of the wastes was a difficult one. Nobility and faith were all they’d ever known. Guilt for their sinful choices would haunt them, and even despite their anger over the death of their patriarch, old habits would die hard.

Not Roc. He took to his new identity quickly. It was one of the reasons he’d done so well as Warden of the Talons. He saw those soldiers as his responsibility – both their actions and morale. That saved Cloudhawk a lot of energy. It was only natural, then, that he should be elevated to the post of chief assistant to the domain’s new governor.

He’d wanted to speak with Roc anyway, so when the man approached, he wasted no time. “What’s the situation in the city?”

It was exactly for this reason Roc had come to see him. “The young lady and I have done as you asked and have allocated our citizens towards three main projects: education, military, and infrastructure.”

Cloudhawk nodded. “And?”

Roc gave his report. “Our new Institute has been established and proceeds without issue. We are sorely lacking in supplies – including lacking even a building to teach out of – but they have a temporary camp to serve their purposes. Altogether, there are one thousand, one hundred, and sixty-three children enrolled in training. Among them, eight hundred ninety-two are suitable for martial training; two hundred twenty-eight are smart enough to undergo scientific study; forty-three show potential as demon hunters.”

Wastelanders grew up quickly. Cloudhawk figured they’d have a solid group of scientists and martial artists in a few years at most.

Roc continued, “As for our military, we began by reviewing the four thousand or so troops Cerberus had put together. In the end, we eliminated over a thousand who didn’t pass muster or had unsavory habits. We bolstered that number with two thousand warriors selected from the eight thousand left after the failed invasion. At present, we have five thousand soldiers being trained by Rio and the Talons. They show promise. I suspect it won’t be more than half a year before they’re ready to see action.”

In both Skycloud and the wastes, bodies to carry weapons were important. But Cloudhawk wasn’t out for world domination, so this starting force was enough for now. He just needed to make sure they were as disciplined as Elysian soldiers.

These five thousand soldiers were carefully selected. They wouldn’t tolerate the weak, the obstinate, or the cruel. While this group paled in comparison to Elysian warriors or Hell’s Army veterans, they also shouldn’t be underestimated – especially after receiving formal training from the Talons.

The Talons of God were known in Skycloud for having a very effective training regimen. Compared to the more shadowy organizations, like the Council of Shadows or Hell’s Army, that engaged in wet work and assassinations, the Talons were proper soldiers. Their place was on a battlefield, not creeping through the dark of night.

Cloudhawk was lucky enough to have some of Skycloud’s most elite soldiers on his side. The best course of action was to use them to train others.

Roc had been put in charge of supervising their fledgling military. Rio was delegated the job of training their soldiers. Cloudhawk knew that he didn’t have to worry about his men, whether it was about their discipline or their capabilities.

The last part of their overarching plan was infrastructure.

“We’ve organized the remaining prisoners of war into work groups. Gabriel is in charge of planning the projects, and Miss Dawn is overseeing construction. Also, we’ve had the factories recruit a large number of workers. All told, the thousands of prisoners we have are enough to fill our labor needs.”

Gabby, Dawn… they were the sort who weren’t used to working hard, but they were working like dogs now.

Dawn’s earth powers and Terrangelica were surprisingly effective for work in a quarry. She threw up the rock, and their prisoners carved it as needed. Since Gabriel was about the only one among them with artistic talent, he was the best choice for urban development planner. As a weaver, he had an eye for lines, so street design was second nature to him. His Shadethread relic also helped in stone carving. The two of them working together promised to quickly revamp their wastelands home.

Their jobs might have seemed menial on the surface, but they were incredibly important to the city. Through their efforts, Greenland was becoming a castle, whereas the rest of the wastelands were peppered with shacks. With proper structure, they could avoid the dirt and disease that plagued other settlements.

Cloudhawk was pleased with all he was hearing.

“That’s good, right?” Something in Roc’s face undermined his confidence. “Everything is going according to plan?”

“I’m afraid that’s not entirely true. We have several problems we’ll need to address.”

“What problems?”

“The first one is food. Before we came, the citizens of Greenland lived mostly by gathering what they could and giving a cut to the leader. The leader would then use that food to sustain his forces. Between the school and those in military service, we now have a lot of mouths that are taking but are exempt from producing. We are going through a staggering amount of food right now, and although this oasis is filled with potential, our food stores will only hold out for another half a month. That’s our most optimistic estimate.”

“Then there’s the issue of resources and equipment. We’ll need a lot of resources to train our students and military. In particular, material for medicines to make them strong. It’ll be hard to satisfy the needs of this city, especially when the surrounding area is as barren as it is. Our current condition is unsustainable.”

“We have plenty of water and food production for now. What we don’t have is a way to produce ore. We have no iron, saltpeter, or fuel. Without any of that, we can’t create more weapons and armor or provide energy for other services. So even with a school, we won’t have decent soldiers, and even with elite trainers, our army can’t protect us without gear. We can cover this place in buildings, but they’ll be in the dark without energy.”

Roc was forthright with the problems he’d encountered. In short, they needed food, resources, and equipment.

Since it was the first time Cloudhawk had ever been in charge of a settlement, these were not problems he’d foreseen. He needed guidance. “Call the old drunk in here.”

A short time later, the former War Saint was led through the fort and into Cloudhawk’s room.

“Hey there, old man. Let me just put it out there that I saved your life, but I didn’t call you here to call that favor in. Rather, I’ll start by saying that pretty soon, we’re going to run out of alcohol. Sooner or later, you’ll drink us dry.” Cloudhawk didn’t beat around the bush. “So look, right now we’ve got all hands on deck. Barb’s at the Institute helping train kids. Claudia’s bringing up demon hunters. even Gabby and Dawn are helping make this place livable. Don’t you feel a bit ashamed, loafing around all day getting sloshed?”

“Cut the shit,” the old man said in irritation. “You got something to say, say it.”

Cough. “We’re just starting out, and there are a lot of problems to solve. Far as I know, there are five wastelander settlements nearby, and we wrecked their leadership, so that’s five places with plenty of resources thrown into chaos. I want you to take two people with you and go clean up that mess in our favor.”

From what Cloudhawk had learned, the four cities were called Crudeoil, Caliber, The Pit, and Sandspire. Each one was named after what it specialized in.

Crudeoil was sitting on a rich oil field, enough to provide fuel for the whole area. Without it, half the cars in the southern wastelands would be abandoned with empty tanks. Caliber had plenty of materials and factories for ammunition. The Pit was built over an ore mine, and Sandspire was nestled in prehistoric ruins filled with old tech.

Each one had enticing things to offer Greenland City. Otherwise, they wouldn’t have existed so long and have such high populations.

Now that their leaders were here in chains and at least half of their defenders were gone, it was the time for them to make their move. The old drunk’s mission was clear: Go to each city, pick an obedient figurehead, and install them for Greenland City’s benefit.

“Greenland’s alcohol is shit anyway. I’ll go see if these places have anything better.”

“Who will you take with you?”

“No need!”

The drunk already had his back turned to Cloudhawk, waving goodbye.

Cloudhawk wasn’t worried about the old man’s safety. He’d seen him land a blow on Arcturus – barely, but still. While it would be foolish to say there was no one in the wastelands who could cause him trouble, there couldn’t be more than a handful. Whether he decided to bring someone with him or not didn’t really matter.

Now that the drunk was on board, what did Cloudhawk have to worry about? But worry he did. Even with these cities, and even if a dozen smaller settlements like Blackflag pledged allegiance, Greenland City wasn’t looking at direct and immediate improvement. Those four cities had enough to support themselves, sure, but how much could he expect them to give up to Greenland?

Especially food…

The wastelands’ population had always been restricted due to the scarcity of food. Cloudhawk could think of only one person who might have an answer. Hellflower was full of all sorts of tricks. Maybe she would have an idea.


11 / Super Tree-Mushrooms


Laboratories and research facilities had been built here before Greenland City was established as a new domain. Now, Hellflower led their research and development initiatives.

Cloudhawk didn’t understand a lot about science. Perhaps that’s why he didn’t pay much mind to the experiments Hellflower and her team were doing.

When he went to find her, Cloudhawk found the scientist with her silver hair tied up in a ponytail. Even the unflattering lab coat couldn’t hide her curvaceous figure. Delicate fingers gently pushed the safety goggles up on her head as she looked with some surprise towards Cloudhawk. “So busy yet you find time to visit little ol’ me? You’re right on time, actually. I have something nice to show you.”

Hellflower grabbed and pulled him over to a large machine.

He gave it the once over, but all he saw was a complicated mess of steel and wires. He couldn’t tell what it was meant to do by its construction. The whole thing just looked like a bunch of cylinders and pipes welded together.

“Don’t judge a book by its cover now.” Hellflower folded her arms over her full bosom. “This thing will change the face of Greenland City, maybe even the whole wastelands. It will have incredible implications.”

Hellflower wasn’t typically one for hyperbole. In fact, she was well known for being pragmatic, especially with her inventions. Yet this ugly, swollen monstrosity somehow warranted her excitement.

A couple of her assistants opened the machine. It contained a considerable amount of thick, viscous fluid.

Cloudhawk didn’t notice any particular smell. Without that harsh chemical scent, he figured it was something more pure – not poisonous or dirty. It even caught the light, giving the surface a faint gleam.

The scientists poured half its contents into a metal box and sealed it shut. A lever was then pulled, followed by mechanical whirring. It sounded rather like a furnace coming alive.

A dull rumble reached his ears. Moments later, a screech like that of a wild animal was released from the pipes.

The strange crackling he heard was from the machine rapidly heating up. Some of the pipes were spouting fire, but that wasn’t what shocked Cloudhawk. What followed was a scene in which he witnessed the ugly and cumbersome machine start to quake. It bucked and rumbled as its pistons started to move, like there was a beast within desperate to break free.

Thud-thud-thud-thud!

Cloudhawk could feel the energy coming off the thing. The pistons picked up speed. If they attached this to something – say something with wheels – it would make one hell of a vehicle, with more power than anything he’d seen before. Who knows, maybe it could be used in some flying machine or weapon. Hellflower was right – this engine could really change the wastelands.

This wasn’t a typical internal combustion engine. Now Cloudhawk was no engineer and knew next to nothing about old tech, but a man who’d never eaten pork still knew what a pig was. He learned to drive vehicles way back in Blackflag Outpost when he ran with the Tartarus Mercenaries, so he had at least a little knowledge.

Engines weren’t all that special in the wastelands. But this… this thing was different.

It was a combustion engine, sure, but the energy it produced was a hell of a lot more than normal. It wasn’t just about the quality of the fuel either. The reality was it was probably a combination; whatever fuel they used was good stuff, and the construct took advantage of that.

“If we pushed it, it would produce several times this much output.” Hellflower couldn’t hide the pride in her expression, but it was tempered by regret. “Unfortunately, we have very little dragon-iron, which is the only material that can handle such high temperatures. We only have enough for the cylinders and other crucial parts. The rest of it was made with standard metals, but that means it can’t handle the full energy load without exploding.”

“What fuel does it use? How is it so powerful?” Cloudhawk gave the machine a sidelong glance as he pondered. “Eboncrys?”

“You’re a clever boy! But that’s only half right.” Hellflower gave Cloudhawk an appreciative look. “Only the Elysians have mastered the formula for stable, useful eboncrys fuel. They use it for their airships and pylons. For us wastelanders to uncover their production secrets is a tall order.”

Her explanation only made him more curious. “Are you saying you figured it out?”

“Of course not. Why should we imitate the Elysians anyway? Even if we could figure out the fuel, we would need the technology of their pylon reactors to utilize it effectively. Those are far too difficult to counterfeit. Remember, this was all invented by a very different civilization from our own.”

She then drew herself up with pride.

“We discovered something completely new. Not only is it just as effective as an Elysian reactor, but it’s actually more stable and controllable. In fact, you’ve contributed a lot to its invention.” She smirked. “I’ll bet you have no idea what I’m talking about.”

Cloudhawk replied, “Well, don’t keep me in suspense. What is it?”

“The mysterious spores we found in that alien world.” Hellflower waved over her assistants, who brought the remaining fuel over for them to inspect. “This fuel is actually a mixture of silicone oil from eboncrys fruit and those mushroom spores.”

Most energy sources were inherently dangerous. Gas, crude oil, and so on… they were flammable and prone to explosive accidents. Eboncrys, on the other hand, was hard to work with, but that’s what made it so stable. No flame, high temperatures, or direct impact released its energy. The trick was to find an effective and efficient method of release and utilization.

Hellflower had gone through many iterations, none of them ideal. It’d cost a lot of time and resources and had ultimately produced nothing – until they found those spores. To her surprise, they were highly absorbent, pulling the energy from eboncrys fruit with very little coaxing.

It was an inspiring discovery.

In order to employ the spores’ bio-extraction properties, the first step was to isolate them. She kept them from germinating and instead used that latent energy to produce the fuel. Her efforts were met with great success.

“Spore fuel in itself is hardly useful. Come, you’ll see what I mean.”

Hellflower guided Cloudhawk towards a special section of the labs. They entered an enormous space with several well-tended plots of dirt where Cloudhawk saw – much to his surprise – several dozen super-massive mushrooms. Each one was thirty to forty meters tall.

“What the hell?”

It’d only been a couple of weeks since their excursion to the other dimension. How had these weird mushrooms grown so large so quickly? Even if Hellflower had started right when they got to Greenland City, they would have had to grow at a rate of several meters a day.

If Autumn had been responsible for it, that would have been one thing. After all, the Shepherd God and her flute were capable of amazing things. But Hellflower didn’t have that kind of power. So how did she do it?

“Surprised? Me too. These alien fungi are very strange. They’re like some sort of mix of tree and mushroom. The internal structure is strong enough to allow them to grow so tall.”

“Of course, their most interesting feature is how they grow. They absorb external energy and convert it into bioelectricity. So long as the amount of energy they consume is sufficient, they will grow exponentially by utilizing that energy to draw every ounce of needed material from their surroundings. The process is so efficient that they can easily grow four or five meters in a day!”

“When their energy stockpiles are depleted, the mushrooms will go into stasis. This period is marked by a cessation of growth and a focus on accumulating more energy for future processes. If no more energy is present, they will maintain their current size indefinitely.”

Cloudhawk couldn’t help but marvel at the tenacity of life. No wonder the mushrooms they saw in the other dimension were so huge.

“Look at this.”

Hellflower led him further into another room. Here, there were also mushrooms growing. However, the plots were slightly elevated, and wires protruded from the bottoms. These wires crisscrossed towards something that looked like a transformer connected to a series of tubes.

Hellflower waved at her assistants. One of them pulled a lever, and the result caused Cloudhawk’s eyes to go wide. All the light bulb glows increased in intensity until the formerly dim room was suddenly flooded with light.

“What’s this?”

Hellflower waved again, and her assistant flipped the lever back. “These mushrooms act like high-capacity batteries. Not only do they absorb energetic material, but they take from anything they come into contact with: light, fire, anything. This makes sense considering the barren planet they thrive on. Growing to such heights in dead soil must take a tremendous amount of energy.”

Cloudhawk nodded. “So every mushroom is a battery. You link them together with those wires to make a battery bank.”

Hellflower nodded. “That’s right. We use eboncrys fruit as fertilizer, which enriches the soil with a huge amount of energy for the mushrooms to consume. They love it and grow very quickly. Once they’ve grown to sufficient size, we stop using fertilizer to curtail growth and turn them into natural power stations.”

Even without scientific knowledge, Cloudhawk could imagine what this would mean. They could spread these mushrooms throughout the city, use eboncrys fertilizer to help them grow, then leave them alone. They could then absorb sunlight through their caps, which could then be used as energy. From that point, it’s just attaching wires and transformers, and you’ve got electricity.

Who wouldn’t be excited about limitless electricity? Mushroom-based eboncrys fuel was a new generation of alternative energy.

The energy could also be converted for use in tools or weapons. It was a unique, pure source of energy. Where they reached a bottleneck was in machine design. Their internal combustion engines could only utilize about twenty percent of the energy in this fuel. This was somewhat sidestepped by having eboncrys’ energy first absorbed through mushroom spores to make it more efficient.

“You have the key to unlock so many mysteries.” The way Hellflower looked at Cloudhawk made him feel like a tiny rabbit beneath the hungry gaze of a wolf. “The more you use your skills, the more amazing discoveries we can make in other dimensions, like these mushrooms. We can achieve incredible things – that’s why Wolfblade had us come with you. Together, we can change the world!”

Cloudhawk had to admit that her enthusiasm was contagious. When he first discovered his trans-dimensional powers, he just thought it was a great way to run if he found himself in a tight spot. Maybe he could sniff out a fancy relic or two in the process. At most, he’d use it as a pocket warehouse for his goodies. Now, he saw that the potential went far beyond what he’d originally imagined. Each one of the shattered worlds had a legacy, and that meant potential, riches that they could use to help their own world recover.

Then, Cloudhawk came up with a crucial question. If there were mushrooms in that dimension that they could use for electricity, were there mushrooms they could eat for food? With the rate at which they grew, it might just solve their food crisis as well. Once that problem was solved, not only would Greenland City stabilize, but they would also be able to reach out to take control of their domain much faster.

Once he had thousands of troops at the ready, his day of reckoning against Arcturus wouldn’t be too far off either.

Cloudhawk was tired of waiting! It was time for another trip.


12 / Further Explorations


Hellflower began formulating a plan to plant these mushrooms throughout Greenland City for the next phase of her experiments.

Cloudhawk left her to her business. He returned to the fort, eager to continue exploring different dimensions. Thankfully, a scryspire had recently been completed in the city, and there was nothing stopping them from taking another excursion.

They’d made a couple of trips to the same place already, so they would need to be especially careful about making another. A whole host of strange spirit creatures had been around the ancient ruins they found. If they awakened a bunch of them at once, they’d run into the same dangerous situation they fled from last time. He decided to avoid the ruins for now.

“Oddball, you’re up!”

Oddball had become – for lack of a better term – a fat-ass. It fluttered around Cloudhawk before darting off through the alien environment. For kilometers in every direction, there was nothing to see but enormous mushrooms. However, these mushrooms were not all uniform. Cloudhawk was confident that there were some he could use.

This time, their main focus was finding a food source.

Cloudhawk had spied a number of small creatures before. If they survived here, it meant they had to be eating something. So, his goal was simple – find the animals and you’d find where they got their meals. Not so complicated.

Oddball had eyesight that was ten times better than an eagle’s. It could spot a tiny critter dashing among the mushrooms from a hundred meters away. Under Oddball’s guidance, Cloudhawk and Hellflower crept towards their objective, all the while collecting samples and skirting the ruins.

“This place is a treasure trove of alien life. I suspect each one plays an important role in their ecology. You know, the potential for life to adapt is limitless. While introducing outside threats can be destructive to an environment, it also forces native species to become stronger. The more complex and ruthless the ecosystem, the stronger the creatures that inhabit it.”

“Is that so?”

“I found some amusing data in the old texts,” Hellflower said as they picked their way along. “Ancient scientists were working on something they called ‘designer venom.’ They took a number of very deadly insects and placed them in a box without food and buried them in the dirt. Natural instinct caused them to release their toxins. They discovered that those that survived were the strongest.”

“If none survived?” Cloudhawk asked.

“Then they changed the box and started over. They continued the experiment until they got the result they wanted!” Hellflower glanced at Cloudhawk and saw the strange expression on his face. “What are you thinking?”

“Do you ever feel like humans are being groomed, like those insects?”

The question took her by surprise. What would cause Cloudhawk to suddenly come up with that idea?

Cloudhawk looked over the arid, abandoned landscape. “What’s the difference here? This planet is just a big jar where all the animals fight and destroy one another. If whatever ‘designer venom’ isn’t achieved, the experimenters would just move on. I don’t know about you, but this place looks like an abandoned experiment jar to me.”

It was an interesting theory, one that Hellflower hadn’t expected Cloudhawk to make. As a scientist, she was trained to see connections like this and couldn’t help but recognize some similarities between this world and theirs. It was not unthinkable that gods and demons had once inhabited this place as well.

The more she thought about it, the more frightening the prospect became.

“I have a question I’ve been meaning to ask you.” Cloudhawk quickly changed the subject. “Why did you agree to help Wolfblade?”

“The basis of your question is flawed. I have never agreed to help anyone with anything. I’m here to help myself.” She offered the words casually. “Do you remember the first time we met? I told you my one aim is to understand our world and the universe we live in – present, past, and future. I have always wanted to explore the world as it had been, just as much as I wish to foresee the wastelands’ future. To see the essence of life, to know these mysteries. I have so many questions, and I will follow whoever can help me satisfy my cravings. My association with Wolfblade is based on mutual benefit.”

Cloudhawk glanced her way. “You’re walking a path with no end.”

“Is the end so important?” She smirked. “So long as I have the courage and strength to keep moving forward, then I will. It’s what motivates me. If it weren’t for my curiosity and thirst for knowledge, my body would have been buried in a shallow ditch somewhere a long time ago.”

Cloudhawk had nothing to say to that. Hellflower was a rare person in the wastes. Someone with her indomitable will was hard to find. Even Skycloud had only a handful of religious types with that sort of zeal. The strength she found to do what she did came from within her, somewhere deep in her soul. A second difference lay in constraint versus ambition. Hellflower wasn’t doing this because of any duty. She did it because it was her passion.

Her efforts were to make humanity strong. But it also made humanity frightening.

“It’s true. Like a flower in hell, my goals are rare and just out of reach.” She pushed a lock of hair behind her ear. “But I chase them all the same.”

Cloudhawk nodded. “You’re really something.”

“From the moment I first met you, I knew you and I were cut from the same cloth,” Hellflower revealed. “I always felt closer to you than Selene or Dawn because of our similarities. The path you are walking is also a long one… Don’t you think it would be easier with a partner?”

Cloudhawk coughed weakly. “For some reason, I’m afraid you’ll sell me off or something.”

She wasn’t angry at the implication. Instead, she thoughtfully replied, “Sooner or later, you’ll understand.”

Oddball interrupted with a message. Found it! Something sneaking through the forest of mushrooms.

Cloudhawk motioned for Hellflower to follow, and the two quickly moved towards their prey. They pushed through the towering fungus to an unassuming section where they discovered an enormous mushroom that was perhaps sixty to seventy meters tall.

At first glance, not a lot stood out about this specimen, except for the threads of cobalt blue that lined its stem. The strange addition made it beautiful to look upon, and strands of mycelium swayed from the edges of its cap-like fingers.

This mushroom was a little separate from others of similar size. Instead, the floor was blanketed with a carpet of tiny mushrooms that grew close like blades of grass. Some patches grew a little taller, roughly the size of bushes, which had attracted this small animal.

Cloudhawk and Hellflower sneaked closer, observing the creature as it nibbled on the mushrooms. They were overjoyed. These were the ones they were looking for. Of course, they would need to be collected and tested before anyone ate them. These were alien fungi, after all, and who knew if they were somehow poisonous to humans? The two prepared to collect samples.

However, Hellflower stopped after only a moment when a premonition washed over her. She glanced up. “Look at the big mushroom!”

Cloudhawk followed her eyes and saw that the towering fungus had changed. Small, delicate arcs of electricity had appeared along the threads of blue and were dancing across the mushroom’s length.

The small animal, always vigilant, felt the disturbance immediately. It spun around to flee, but the mushroom tree was faster. Tendrils of electricity gathered along its stem, coalescing into thick bolts that lashed out.

The critter couldn’t escape. The lightning struck it and caused it to explode. A shower of blood and gore spattered the area.

Cloudhawk and Hellflower watched in horror as the small mushrooms drank up the carnage like sponges. Blood, bone, even the creature’s scales were swallowed up after a few short moments. Then, everything was calm – like that sudden gruesome scene had never occurred. Even those mushrooms nibbled by the animal regrew in a matter of seconds.

Staring up at the tree, Cloudhawk muttered to himself, “The damn thing can attack.”

“I suspect these small mushrooms are actually part of the large one. It uses its bioelectric stores to attack anything that tries to eat it. A cunning trap. Once it snares a prey, the mushrooms use the remains to replenish its electric reserves.”

Fascinating…

Cloudhawk was interested, but it wasn’t totally out of the ordinary. Even the world he came from had strange and deadly things like this. While he’d never seen an electric mushroom before, he was accustomed to encountering all sorts of weird things. Since the electric blast hadn’t seemed too powerful, it didn’t shock him all that much.1

Every place had its own unique ecosystem. This wasteland and his own were no different. So long as there were living things, there were always predators and prey.

Handling a plant like this wasn’t a problem. Cloudhawk extracted an exorcist bow from his dimensional pocket, took aim, and fired. The mushroom was huge, its fibers as strong as steel, but after five or six shots, it succumbed to his attacks.

The instant the main body of the mushroom died, its smaller versions began to wither.

Hellflower quickly collected as many spores as she could from the folds beneath the mushroom caps. Once she returned home and grew a couple of samples, they’d be able to tell if these mushrooms were indeed edible. Who knows? Perhaps they could also serve as defensive structures. Planting these around Greenland City’s borders might deter invaders.

“It went well this time!” Cloudhawk was very pleased with the results of this outing.

“We shouldn’t be happy with just this,” Hellflower retorted. “Since we’re here, we should try to explore the ruins again. Hopefully, we can grab some of those strange spirit creatures and bring them back to study. I must admit, I’m very interested in such strange lifeforms. I anticipate they can teach us something about demon hunters.”

Even if Hellflower didn’t have an interest in those spirits, Cloudhawk himself was also curious about the ruins. He needed more relics to study and as material to practice repairing. Every piece was useful.

“Alright, let’s see what we can find.”

Cloudhawk had Oddball race off once again as their trailblazer. After a little while, it arrived at the scene and reported a large number of spirits milling around. The jellyfish-like things came in all shapes and sizes and floated listlessly among the rubble.

Hellflower referred to them as spirits for a specific reason. In their first encounter, it was clear they were not made up of physical material. Rather, they were clumps of energy. Hellflower knew of no real creature that was able to survive without a corporeal body – other than spirits. It caused her researcher’s heart to itch with anticipation.

However, they had to remember that these “spirits” were dangerous. Since Cloudhawk couldn’t fight very well, he had to rely on Oddball’s help. He had his small friend dash among the creatures and disperse as many as it could. Meanwhile, Cloudhawk surreptitiously teleported them into the heart of the ruins. They wasted no time searching for relics.

“This building up ahead looks strange.”

Hellflower pointed at the structure she meant, a large circular building nestled among the others.

Cloudhawk had seen it too. It had clearly been ravaged by the passage of time, but it wasn’t as dilapidated as the others. Whatever it was made of had to be special in some way. Some unique steel, concrete, or semi-precious stone. Something they’d never seen before.

“I know what this is!” Cloudhawk remembered something he saw in Skycloud that was very similar. “It’s a temple!”

Hellflower stared. She’d, of course, never had a chance to see one with her own eyes, but she had heard stories about Skycloud’s mystical seat of the gods. It was the core of the Elysian realm, the center of their faith, and the source of their power. Skycloud sprang into being only once the Temple was constructed, bequeathing the citizens with its mysteries.

It was incredible that they should find something like it here.



1 In fact, he has indeed encountered deadly mushrooms before. Tipsy sure has a thing against fungi…

13 / The Fallen Temple


“Are you sure it’s a temple?”

“I’ve been to the one in Skycloud. It looks different on the outside, but the material they used to build it is the same. I’m sure it’s an ancient Temple.”

Skycloud’s Temple was built before the realm, but if you measured it, you would find that its foundation was a perfect circle.

Perfect meant perfect, no more and no less than a mathematically precise circle. No human engineer could achieve that. The Temple was the heart of Skycloud. All the shields and mystical things throughout the realm gathered their energy from it. If it were destroyed, it would mean the destruction of Skycloud.

What all that meant was that these Temples were vaults where any number of secrets and powers were locked away, things the human mind couldn’t begin to comprehend. Hence, it was so amazing to see one laying here in ruin.

Cloudhawk felt something strange creeping into his heart. He’d teleported at random but had deposited them both right here at the base of this place…

The former owner of his phase stone had been the old Demon King. It would make sense that the stone would bring him to places where the Demon King had once traveled. Maybe the Demon King left some sort of token or residual power to mark these locations. It would make sense, then, why he would always show up in similar locations when he traversed dimensions. Perhaps the Demon King had left something here. A mark or trinket…

Anyhow, now that they knew what this place was, they had to take a closer look.

From a distance, the Temple looked pretty intact. Of course, “intact” was a relative term when used to describe ruins. The other buildings around it were all but leveled, but the Temple structure held firm. After they got closer, however, the travelers discovered its surface was marred with a vast spider web of cracks. In several spots, the exterior was indented where it’d suffered some massive blow. Some cataclysmic battle had to have occurred here.

Cloudhawk and Hellflower carefully traversed the doorway into the Temple itself. It felt like stepping through a veil, and passing through was like leaving the ruins around them behind. All the sounds and smells disappeared.

“Nothing out of the ordinary,” Cloudhawk said, noting Hellflower’s expression. “The Temple in Skycloud is also weird with space. Sort of like being inside a balloon that keeps expanding, it creates more space with limited volume.”

To take the metaphor further, it was like trying to fill a soccer ball with a vat of water. By the same principle, the temple looked like a large building from the outside, but its interior was the scale of a small city. It was spacious enough to house an army.

Hellflower’s eyes glimmered with excitement. “Gods and demons really are operating on an entirely different level from humans!”

This technique alone went beyond what humans could grasp. The gods never shared their techniques with the mortals they governed, and these mysterious abilities were like miracles to Elysian citizens.

Their footsteps rang through the Temple antechamber. Although it was abandoned and in disrepair, it wasn’t gloomy. This was thanks to magnificent murals set against the walls that glowed as they passed under them. It was just enough to light their way. As they walked further in, they discovered that while the Temple was abandoned, it did seem to have been spared the destruction of the city outside.

Cloudhawk didn’t spare it much thought. He made up his mind to keep moving forward, especially since from the moment they stepped inside, he started “hearing” relics. Somewhere in here was a trove full of them. More and more, it looked like this trip was going to be a magnificent haul.

“Let’s keep moving.”

As they picked their way along the halls, they encountered no danger. Eventually, they came before a set of heavy doors. Hellflower gave them a shove, but they wouldn’t budge.

Do we have to blast them open?

Hellflower stepped back. After a brief examination, she discovered that someone had already tried that. There were marks and scars from explosions that were still visible from who knows how long ago. Obviously, whoever had tried to force their way in had failed. If the marks on the door were any indication, those other people were strong too. How were Hellflower and Cloudhawk supposed to break these doors down?

“Follow me.”

Cloudhawk took Hellflower’s hand, and the pair vanished. In a blink, they reappeared on the other side.

As they snapped back into existence, Hellflower staggered, surprised that Cloudhawk could bring them through these barriers. He was hurt, and his mental powers were limited. However, his level of control had only improved with time.

“Ey? This...”

On either side of them were a number of altars. Fires burned in sconces that must have been there for thousands of years. But what shocked them was the appearance of several spirit creatures dispersed among the shrines. They looked stronger than the ones outside, though these were wrapped up in spheres of energy.

So that’s what was going on…

To capture these beings of energy, you needed a cage made from the same – energy. These altars had some sort of shield that caught these spirits when they got too close.

Also with them in the shrine room was a massive fissure. Shards of broken architecture hung in a black void – the scars of an intense battle. The conflict was so intense that it shattered the room and left… this. Looking closer they could see ancient remains hanging among the debris.

They’d found broken corpses. With the passage of millennia and the odd environment, these bodies had been well-preserved. They were desiccated mummies, locked in the moment of their deaths.

“Judging by their clothes, I’d guess they were holy warriors defending the Temple.”

Cloudhawk approached one and fished out a cracked mirror. Its surface was too tarnished to be reflective, but he felt a strong resonance from it. It could be fixed. He put it away for later inspection. It wasn’t like the corpse was going to need it.

Whatever fight happened here involved some pretty powerful demon hunters. Cloudhawk was pleased. This was definitely the right place to be. He wasted no time searching for more treasures. As expected, his haul was a good one; every few moments, he’d find a working gun, sword, or powerful relic.

Meanwhile, Hellflower busied herself with capturing some of the spirit creatures.

What a huge success! Once the shrine room was picked clean, the pair prepared to probe deeper into the Temple.

However, before they left, Cloudhawk stopped before something discarded in the center of the room. An arm.

Seeing an arm among the corpses and debris wasn’t strange in and of itself, but what did catch his attention was its condition. The arm hadn’t rotted at all. It was like it’d been cleaved off moments ago. That set it apart from all the rest of the dried-out corpses in the room.

“Strange, why didn’t this arm rot?”

The two gathered around the appendage. A left arm, clad in black armor and a scale-mail gauntlet. When they examined the wound, they saw it was ragged and uneven. It’d been blown off by some intense power. Neither could find blood, vessel, or bone in the wound. Just pale, sallow tissue that contained palpable levels of energy.

This came from an incredible specimen that had to be like some kind of super-advanced robot. Instead of blood and bone, the body was a collection of super-strong fibers. The more complex something was, the greater chance for something to go wrong. Complex meant fragile. Simple meant strong. This arm was definitely from some kind of highly advanced creature.

Hellflower looked over at Cloudhawk. “What do you think?”

“I just realized something. This Temple – in fact, all the ruins - only has one kind of remains… save for this arm. Looking around, it seems the warriors were all here to deal with a powerful enemy but were wiped out. Even… whatever this was, lost an arm in the fight.”

“So what were they fighting?”

Cloudhawk scowled at the perfectly preserved arm. “A god.”

Hellflower was taken aback by the claim. Cloudhawk had no contact with real gods outside his encounter in Skycloud’s Temple. That was more on a mental level than a physical one. He’d never actually stood before one of these creatures before, so he couldn’t identify a god by how it looked, much less with one severed arm.

But when she looked closer, she saw why he thought it might be. It was almost impossible for invaders to fight their way into the Temple, especially alone. This strange and mysterious thing, whatever it was, must have been here from the start. Only a god could exist in the heart of a temple surrounded by a thousand frightening and powerful foes.

Cloudhawk had more evidence. The gauntlet it wore was a powerful relic. Not just a relic either, but a really strong one. Aside from a god, Cloudhawk couldn’t think of another creature that could use a tool like this.

His brows furrowed as he thought. “If this really was a piece of a god, then they must have been here on the day of the city’s destruction. It could have been responsible for all these dead Templars. But… why would a group of faithful want to attack a god – even rip its arm off? What the hell sort of fight was this?”

Hellflower wasn’t interested in whatever history doomed this place, but she was fascinated by the eternal limb. “None of that matters. Let’s take the arm back and run tests. I’m sure we’ll be surprised by what we find.”

“You want to learn more about the anatomy of the gods.”

Gods were lauded as the perfect creatures. Powerful, eternal. There was nothing more enticing to Hellflower than the prospect of learning about them. Cloudhawk didn’t bring them here to play archaeologist, so they gathered their haul and prepared to go. All told, they’d managed to find more than thirty trinkets. One hell of a yield.

Hellflower also succeeded in capturing a number of spirit creatures. That was good enough – their expedition was over.


14 / Scattered Treasures


Autumn sat with her legs crossed in the hollow of her tree. The beautiful young woman’s face was pale, her bearing weak. The efforts of the last few days had been a lot for her to bear on such frail mortal shoulders. She had yet to fully recover from the exertion.

Suddenly, her still, statuesque form began to change. Her lashes fluttered, and her eyelids rose, revealing a baleful glare. Radiating haughty superiority, the animosity in her eyes was ice-cold rather than savagely hot. Space warbled before her, and two figures appeared from the ether.

“Sorry to bother you,” Cloudhawk said by means of greeting. The episode of being flung from Autumn’s home only a few days ago seemed to have been put out of his mind. “We’ve got a lot this time, several relics – maybe even one you can use. Want to take a look?”

The Shepherd God’s affect was tepid and expressionless. She didn’t think Cloudhawk would bring back anything powerful enough to pique her interest. Unless he’d unearthed something like her flute, it didn’t matter to her what trinkets he brought. Yet, as she was preparing to turn her back on the pair, something did catch her eye.

It was one of the spirits Hellflower had managed to capture.

The scientist explained. “This is some strange creature we found while exploring.”

“This is a phantasm, a creature formed by condensing godly spirit and mental power,” Autumn corrected. “They live only under very specific conditions. You humans cannot unlock the mysteries of these phantasms. Only the gods can analyze their nature.”

Autumn’s words only made Hellflower more eager. “Could we impose on her Majesty the Shepherd God to help us?”

She did not refuse, but her response was a dismissive sniff. Cloudhawk cast Hellflower a knowing look.

“Majesty, please forgive any offense. We found something very unexpected during the excursion, and I was hoping you may be able to help us identify it.” Hellflower produced something wrapped tightly in cloth. When she removed the layers, the arm they’d found was revealed. The armor and gauntlet had been removed, revealing flesh much like that of a human’s. However, it was entirely hairless, without any blemish, like it was carved from marble. Hellflower presented it to Autumn with both arms outstretched like an official in feudal times presenting tribute. “Please see for yourself.”

The former god expressed satisfaction with Hellflower’s obsequious manner. Whether or not she really believed it, she was at least showing the Shepherd God the proper respect.

When she looked at the limb, her brows furrowed. “This is a god’s arm.”

It was as they’d guessed.

“We found this along with a bunch of relics. This proves that whatever world that was had some connection to ours. Gods were there once. What was its history?” Cloudhawk wanted to know, and Autumn was the only one who could give him the answer. She was, after all, once a god. “Have you been to this world? Do you know who this arm belongs to?”

Autumn looked at Cloudhawk as though he were an idiot. “Please spare me your simple-minded mortal ideas. With your ant-like intelligence, do you think you can comprehend anything of godly history?”

Cloudhawk’s curiosity endured. “So did I guess wrong? If the gods never went to that world, why did we find a Temple, these relics, and an arm?”

“You found various godly relics. I ask you, did you find any trace of demonic presence?”

“I… not yet.”

“Not yet, not ever.”

“Why would we be able to find godly relics but not demonic ones? Can you just speak clearly?”

Autumn stood up and left, spitting a frigid response over her shoulder. “That’s all I’ll say. Figure out the rest yourself!”

Cloudhawk hated it when people talked in riddles, especially when they only gave him limited information. If she wouldn’t tell him, it wasn’t like he could put a knife to her throat and force her to speak. He wasn’t so bold.

Hellflower was happy enough with their revelations, though. The genetic material she found in this limb would do wonders for her research. Autumn also seemed open to the idea of helping her discover more about these phantasms. She was eager to begin.

Despite not getting all the answers he wanted, Cloudhawk had indeed made out like a bandit. Over the next several days, he spent his time going over the relics they found. In the end, he’d managed to fix some of them. Cloudhawk was happy to find that with more experience, gathering relics was getting easier. Soon, he would have what they needed to outfit a contingent of demon hunters.

Now, all they needed was for Claudia to train some up. From now on, the title of “demon hunter” wasn’t exclusive to the Elysian lands.

To Skycloud, Cloudhawk’s actions were more terrible than if he’d just outright destroyed the city and more effective than if he’d killed their strongest warriors. He was proving to everyone that wastelanders could do anything the gods could. Their precious gods were not the absolute authority they pretended to be.
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A few days later.

The old drunk returned to Greenland City after seven days on his mission. He had secretly eliminated the more troublesome factions in the four cities and helped install leaders who were sympathetic to Greenland’s cause. The four cities, at least ostensibly, were under their control now.

Cloudhawk was happy to hear it. He immediately summoned the core of his fledgling kingdom: Dawn, Gabriel, the drunk, Barb, and Claudia.

Dawn strode into the room with a scowl. Her pretty eyes looked ready to spout fire. Seeing her in one of her moods, Cloudhawk felt the sudden urge to just turn the other way. He felt the premonition immediately. What had pissed off their noble miss this time? It took only a moment for him to hazard a guess; for the last several days, he’d been spending his time with Hellflower. Often, no one would see him for long periods of time.

Dawn Polaris considered herself a noble among nobles. Yet, since coming to Greenland City, she felt more like a coolie. Every day was spent in the dirt, helping to build up this piece-of-shit town. Not once had Cloudhawk come to look in on her. How could she not be furious?

That wasn’t all. After his expedition with Hellflower, Cloudhawk had locked himself away in the fort for several days and had been completely absent from public view. About the only person in the gods-forsaken town she could connect with was nowhere to be seen. She couldn’t even go share a drink and blow off steam.

It was like he didn’t care about her at all!

Dawn was not the sort of person who hid how she was feeling, nor was she the sort willing to put up with things she found to be unfair. This meeting was her opportunity to confront Cloudhawk with his sins. He had to admit he was afraid, so he cut her off before she could explode. "Dawn, you’ve come just in time. The last few days, I’ve been working on these gifts. I haven’t even slept. Come take a look!”

Gifts? What gifts?

Dawn fixed him with suspicious eyes as Cloudhawk produced one item after another. Swords, bows, spears – all items of solid quality he’d brought back for them to use. More importantly, he’d already fixed them all.

Dawn looked at the pile, shocked. “How did you bring back so many? Did you raid a Skycloud demon hunter family or something?”

“Look at this one!” Cloudhawk held up a yellow pearl with flecks of white inside. “This is called a marshpearl, and it can create an area of swamp to attack your foes. Good for strong and intractable targets. This silver armor here is also more than it seems. It’s got sturdy defenses, and paired with your aegis mirror, you’ll be practically invincible!”

“Woah, these look like high-grade relics!” Barb marveled over the collection. “Sir, you’re being unfair! All this for her just because she’s pretty. Gabriel, don’t you think so?”

Gabriel rubbed his nose and looked covetously at Cloudhawk’s haul. The exchange told Cloudhawk that Barb and Gabriel had gotten closer. A lot of chemistry… there was probably something going on there.

“Hmph, so what if he’s playing favorites?” Dawn’s irritation had vanished. She snatched up her two relics and jumped with excitement, even kissing Cloudhawk before cackling with glee. “Hehehe! Come and get ‘em if you want ‘em!”

Cloudhawk awkwardly wiped the saliva off his cheek with a bandaged hand and coughed. “Everyone’s got something.”

“I’ve got two psychic-type relics. One is a bracelet to help with hypnosis, and the other is a mirror that attacks a victim’s mind. Claudia’s already got the Seeker’s Torque, but since you aren’t on the front lines much, you can take the bracelet. It will help relieve mental fatigue and aid in teaching. Barb, you can have the mirror.”

Cloudhawk then picked up a blood-colored dagger.

“This one’s called Soulbite. Fits you I think, Gabby.”

Gabriel’s darker personality, Naberius, fancied himself a sculptor. With a tool like this, he’d be even more of a nightmare.

Last was the drunk. His relic was destroyed in the fight against Arcturus, so he’d been running around without a weapon for a little while now. Cloudhawk presented him with a relic called Morning Twilight.

It was a sword whose pretty name didn’t do it justice. This one was easily among the strongest relics Cloudhawk had brought back with them. It wasn’t much inferior to Dawnbreaker, if at all.

“It still isn’t fair! We all get one, but Dawn gets two!”

Barb made a show of pouting, but she was happy with her gift. Although she’d been focusing on martial arts, her mental powers had also improved quite a lot. She’d never had a proper combat relic before besides low-level stuff like exorcist bows. With her new toy, she’d fight as fiercely as a tiger!

She was all the more convinced that it was a wise choice to follow Cloudhawk.

“What are you doing, giving all of these away?” Dawn asked Cloudhawk, but only after safely putting her own relics away. “How about yourself? I know you can use any relic you find, so if you kept these for yourself, wouldn’t you be unbeatable?”

“Well, look here, you do think about me.”

Cloudhawk lifted his cloak, revealing to the others a gauntlet encasing his left hand. It covered almost his entire arm like some sort of robotically enhanced limb.

Cloudhawk had plenty of relics, and there were limits to how many a person could use. When it came to relics, more didn’t necessarily mean better. More important was finding one suitable for your needs. To him, the gauntlet was more valuable than all the other relics he’d given away put together.

In one trip, he’d increased the power of his whole crew by leaps and bounds!


15 / Preliminary Stages Complete


Nightfall, Greenland City.

Cloudhawk stood on the roof of the fort, looking down over his domain. This rare gem amid the sands… he remembered when it used to be a vicious place. The sort of place that would chew you up and spit you out. Since he’d come, he and his friends had helped the city shed its savage face. It was finally starting to come together as a home where people could grow and be safe.

Before the enchantment was constructed, there was nothing protecting their oasis from the ravaging sandstorms that plagued the wastes. However, the God Tree now blessed them with three hundred and sixty degrees of protection. Where before the city had only the facade of lawfulness, now there was true order. Meanwhile, their high walls kept out the mutants and savages. Within the confines of the city, the dilapidated shanties had been leveled to make way for brand new structures.

Dawn had played an important role in this slate of new residential buildings.

By giving her these presents, Cloudhawk had motivated her to work even more diligently. Between Terrangelica and her new relic, Heart of the Mire, changing the environment to suit their purposes became even easier. By calling up stones from the earth, she constructed frames for these buildings, which their trainee construction workers then set about filling in. Gradually, the city became peppered with stone towers for various purposes.

These towers were clearly inspired by Skycloud architecture. Each one was a round tower with five floors. Each floor was separated into four sections. Each section housed a family.

Ten towers constituted a neighborhood, which had its own roads, parks, and markets. Such construction made the city seem staggered and broken up. It lacked the luxury of Skycloud but was functional and had a simplistic charm. They were far from done, but people were now starting to see what the future of Greenland City looked like.

This was what happened when everyone worked hard together. Without cooperation, Cloudhawk couldn’t have accomplished any of this.

“Good. Very good. Greenland City is coming along very nicely. “Cloudhawk was very satisfied with the progress he saw. He turned to the chief designer by his side. “Thanks for your help. Without you, we wouldn’t have been able to work on this scale – much less design the streets and such. I have no idea what it would look like otherwise.”

Gabriel was modest. “Well, you called us all together. Without you, we’d have no one to lead us.”

“So what do you think of our new city so far?”

Cloudhawk was a little anxious about the answer he would receive. The Polaris family, for instance, was a noble family. It was hard to get used to living in squalor compared to the luxuries they grew up with. The food wasn’t as delicious as Elysian fare, and their lodgings were spartan to put it kindly. What’s more, they had to spend every day working with wastelanders – a class of people they’d despised all their lives.

Could they stomach it? Now, things were at a point where they couldn’t leave.

“Naberius and I are artists,” Gabriel said, his arms folded. The last rays of the setting sun glimmered against his golden hair. Altogether very heroic. “And artists love to take the rugged and turn it into something beautiful. We’ve done countless works, but I think Greenland City will be our most important. As far as I’m concerned, this place is precious.”

Strong words from such a shy, sullen fellow.

“I’m afraid other people won’t think so.”

“Everyone feels the same to different degrees.” Gabriel looked at Cloudhawk. “You can’t assume everyone thinks the way you do. You need to see it from the heart. Yeah, these folks have lost something, but they gained freedom in return. Life is harder than it used to be, but now they have something to look forward to. Tomorrow is in their hands, and there’s nothing more inspiring than that.”

“Heh, always the schizophrenic. Never know when you’re going to change your mind.” Cloudhawk chuckled teasingly. “I see you and Barb are getting pretty close. You’re getting better at picking up the ladies, you dog. I guess even hopeless cases like you can learn.”

Gabriel’s face grew sour. “Yeah, not one-tenth of your talent though.”

“That’s the wrong way of thinking about it. I’ve never chased women – they’ve always chased me.”

Gabriel was speechless as he sized up the new governor. He was wrapped tight in dirty gray bandages that only revealed his eyes. His relatively wiry frame was hidden beneath the ever-present tattered cloak that made him look weird and mysterious. Now, he had a creepy gauntlet covering one arm and a broken sword on his back.

He was the picture of a wastelander, from head to toe. He had an average figure, and the recent battle had left him disfigured… so how the fuck was he getting all the girls? From Selene to Dawn, Hellflower to Autumn, each one was beautiful and talented. It was a mystery.

After sharing a few words with Gabriel, Cloudhawk was in high spirits. Sometime in the last few days, he’d changed, from a lone wolf to a city leader. It was never a part he thought he’d play. It came with increased pressure and responsibility, but he didn’t feel like he’d lost any freedom. It was like Gabby said: things were hard, but tomorrow was in his hands. Wasn’t that real freedom?

His mentality had changed a lot within these past couple of years. The world they’d all been born into was a flawed one. Whether it was man or all the other things, there were always weaknesses, always defects.

The pursuit of perfection was only ever asking for torment. Better to build the paradise you wanted than to try and find it outside. All of mankind’s struggles were just paths on their quest towards peace of mind.

“What are you still doing here? You’re such a pain in the ass!” Dawn stomped over, grabbed Cloudhawk, and started dragging him away. “It’s an important day. Everyone’s waiting for you to speak!”

In the center of Greenland City, the citizens had gathered, a veritable sea of humanity. The very first residential buildings had been completed. All in all, it’d taken just over ten days. It was staggeringly fast, and all these people were here to see their grand opening.

The gathering took place in Greenland’s newly renovated square. Dawn had made the ground flat and even, now surrounded by rows of circular towers. The citizens looked at it all with burning expectations. All were eager to be the first to move into these new lodgings, and for many, it was their first opportunity to see this mysterious new leader.

“The governor has arrived!” All heads rose towards the dais that’d been constructed in the square. The air shimmered, and a figure appeared.

News had already spread that the Governor and his people possessed strange and magical powers. However, seeing it now in person, the normal folk of Greenland were amazed.

Cloudhawk looked out over the crowd. “I am Cloudhawk, Governor of Greenland City.”

Although he’d appeared before the people more than once, most citizens still didn’t know what he looked like. It was a surprise to see that their Governor, this strange and powerful man… looked just like them.

Rather, it was his inner circle that was so strange. The men all seemed handsome, the women capable. Nothing was typical about any of them, excluding, of course, the lame old man who followed them around.

In comparison, Cloudhawk seemed rather down to earth. He was a wastelander after all.

“As you all can see, Greenland City is going through a period of change. These were our first steps, and they’ve been a success. I’ve called everyone together so that we can all share in this success together.” Cloudhawk looked and sounded very satisfied, but his words dialed it back. “But this can’t be enough. It’s only the beginning. Our home is a rare gem in a hostile wilderness, which we will cultivate into paradise. But to do it, we will need everyone’s hard work and support. I believe that if we do that, we can turn this gem into a dazzling, unparalleled jewel.”

Murmurs were whispered among the crowd. Cloudhawk looked at the sea of awkward faces. He saw fear and doubt. Only a few were confident enough to seem happy at the announcement.

Cloudhawk wasn’t surprised. Trust was perhaps the wastelands’ rarest commodity. For all his lofty promises, he might as well be farting into the wind. It was a sobering reminder. He didn’t want refugees coming and going as they pleased, or people who defected elsewhere when it didn’t go the way they wanted. What he needed were citizens who could help him make this place great!

He wanted people who were willing to pick up their weapons and defend their home when it was in danger. Because they believed there was no other place like it and it was something worth fighting for. But from the faces he saw below him, it seemed like this was going to be a long process. It didn’t matter. He had the patience and dedication to see it through.

“I won’t waste your time.” Cloudhawk wasn’t good at inspiring hearts and minds. He was just going to be straight with them. “Make sure your eyes are open. We’re about to enter a whole new era.”

He punctuated the assertion with a wave of his hand. He watched as mouths hung open and eyes went wide, for all around the towers twinkled to life.

Electricity. This was electricity! Every single building?

Hellflower’s experiments with the mushrooms had gone well. These newly constructed neighborhoods had two or three mushroom trees each providing them with electricity. Power was a very unusual luxury out in the wastelands. Usually, it was reserved just for the leader’s lodgings.

Houses were just the beginning. Hellflower was laying the groundwork for a fully integrated electric grid. Everyone everywhere would have access to power.

Her new engine was nearly ready, and tracks were being laid for it around the city’s periphery. Word was that a fleet of transport trains was being constructed to facilitate the movement of people and resources through the city.

Finally, they began to see. It was almost more than they could believe, like living in a fairy tale.

Cloudhawk watched the electric lights fill the square, and beneath the bandages, he grinned. The days of hard work had really paid off.


16 / Sudden Attack


There were several ways Greenland residents could acquire new housing.

The first was to acquire it commercially. Since there was no standard unit of currency in the wastelands, everything was done on a barter system. The governor put out a list of items their city needed –food, weapons, vehicles, and so forth – and entrepreneurial sorts could purchase housing with their wares.

The second was to offer their service. Contributing one’s time as a soldier, scavenger, or builder came with benefits. With enough meritorious service, one of those benefits was free housing.

Finally, there were a few special cases. These were unique in that a person didn’t need to pay in any fashion, with the one requirement being that they had a unique and highly sought-after skill. For instance, being a very skilled fighter or a particularly brilliant scientist. These folks were given priority for housing along with the others.

Copperhide had only recently joined Greenland’s army. He was a grunt, not of any particular importance, and without any commendations to boast of. He was just a mutant trying to make his way. As he looked up at the brightly lit homes he would never occupy, he was full of envy.

Much to his surprise, however, he was called out. He and his family would be given a home.

At first, he thought he was dreaming. As far as he knew, he’d done nothing to qualify for one. And he was right – the home was for his son. Ironspike had a rare and impressive talent, or so they said at the Institute. Thus, he fell under the third category as someone with a unique skill.

When Copperhide took the key, he couldn’t stop his hand from trembling. Life in the wastes had taught him never to expect anything good, so something like this was taboo for him to even imagine. He took his son and quickly went to find his wife, who was working on the outskirts of the city. She was working in a steel factory. When they arrived, she was helping to move two hundred pounds of steel they were planning to use for the railway.

She was just as stunned to hear the news as her husband had been. Her son, who was a normal mutant yesterday, actually had such an important hidden talent?

The foreman of the plant, a former Talon captain, gave Stonepetal the day off so they could move their belongings to their new home. Overcome with joy, the small family quickly gathered their things.

These new neighborhoods were guarded by soldiers. Everyone had to verify their identity before they could enter. Copperhide and his family were happy to see this since one of their main concerns was always safety. For the first time, the leader of a city set guards and patrols in a residential area. At last, they wouldn’t have to fear. No other city in the wastelands could match this.

It also made the governor’s ambitions clear. If he could create a safe place in the hostile wilds, it would undoubtedly attract many capable warriors and talented scientists. Sooner or later, Greenland City would become a hub where the gifted gathered.

Three timid figures trundled up the stairs.

“Ironspike!” a voice called out to them. “You’re so late! I’ve been waiting for you!”

An adorable little girl was waiting at the top with her arms crossed. She watched the family approach with dazzling blue eyes. Copperhide and Stonepetal looked at one another. They didn’t recognize the child.

However, Copperhead could tell right away there was something special about her. Although she didn’t even rise up to his knee, there was something… dangerous about her presence. An inkling in the back of his mind wondered if he’d be able to stop this little thing if she meant them harm.

Ironspike immediately presented himself respectfully. “Monitor?”1

Azura had been selected as class monitor of Greenland Institutes’ gifted program. Her small, frail frame belied great talent. During their training, Ironspike had sparred with her on a couple of occasions. Each time, he was thoroughly trounced. What really gave him pause, though, was the sort of support Azura got. Word was that she was the governor’s personal disciple.

“Let me help you.” Azura very politely offered to share their burden. She approached Copperhide and picked up a sack nearly twice her size without issue. “I’m staying with Headmistress Claudia on the fifth floor. Come find me when we’re not busy and we’ll play!”

Ironspike was excited. “The headmistress lives here too?”

“Yup! Next door, there’s a man named Uncle Roc. He’s also really strong. Maybe you can ask him for some pointers, right?” Azura spoke as she helped them move their things inside. “Uncle Rio lives on the fourth floor. He’s really good at martial arts. Maybe he’ll teach you some things.”

Copperhide and Stonepetal were silent but listened in amazement. They’d both heard of these people she was talking about. They were important people in the city, but instead of living in the fort, they were here. In the same building as them.

“Here we are!” Azura led them to a door on the third floor and pushed it open. “Welcome home!”

It was very simple but not unfurnished. There was a stone table, chairs, and even a bed. Even a kitchen and a toilet. And most importantly – electricity!

Azura pulled a cord dangling from the ceiling, and the lights sparked to life. The mutants dragged their eyes around in speechless appreciation.

The sound of them shuffling around attracted their next-door neighbors. Each floor had four units. To their left was a family whose child was one of Ironspike’s classmates. On their right was an elderly man who worked in the laboratories. Across was a group of Talon soldiers.

Everyone took a moment to self-introduce.

Amazing. Unbelievable, except here it was before everyone’s eyes: mutants, scientists, and Elysian soldiers all living together. This sort of thing would be laughed at as ludicrous or met with jaws hitting the floor.

Azura happily helped Ironspike arrange his room. When they were finished, she gathered them. “Now remember, if you need anything, feel free to talk to your neighbors. But don’t start any fights or cause any trouble. The rules here are pretty strict, and violators will be punished!”

Copperhide and the others nodded in understanding. Azura nodded, bade them farewell, and left.

That night, the family of three settled down for dinner in their new home.

Every neighborhood had patrols and guards at the gates. The buildings inside were a mix of Elysians and wastelanders living together. Claudia, Roc, Rio… only an idiot or someone looking to get die would cause trouble here.

For the first time, this humble group of mutants felt a sense of belonging. They were joyful and encouraged by the wonderful turn their lives had taken. Greenland had done well by them, so they were determined to work as hard as they could to pay that back.

The next morning, Stonepetal was up early and on her way to the steel factory. Ironspike literally ran to school for his training. Copperhide returned to the barracks to report for duty. Word had spread that his family had moved into one of the new neighborhoods, so he was greeted with congratulations and a lot of questions.

When he explained what it was like, everyone’s eyes glimmered, and they rubbed their hands in anticipation. Copperhide was the first of their group to live in those wonderful homes, a fact that filled him with pride.

A soldier’s life was simple. Every day comprised of two things: train with Talon troops and go on patrol. From time to time, they’d have to deal with an escaped animal, but that was about it. Today was turning out to be a calm one.

Then, after lunch, their captain called everyone together. They had a special patrol mission.

His explanation of their job wasn’t very clear. Copperhide and the others were marched to the outskirts of town where they’d cleared out an area for expansion. In the middle of the clearing was an enormous mushroom twenty meters high with threads of blue through its white stem.

Copperhide wasn’t surprised to see it. They were starting to crop up all over the city. They looked like giant mushrooms but were incredibly tough. Cutting through them with a sword or ax took a lot of work, so they tended to grow very tall.

Lately, a few seemed rather different. They were surrounded by fields of dense mushroom growth that were smaller and clumped into something almost like bushes.

Their mission was to protect this mushroom and its field of miniatures from being disturbed by wild animals. One important instruction was that they were not permitted to get close to it under any circumstances. Watch and protect, that was all.

What a strange mission…

Copperhide was confused, so he didn’t pay it much heed. They were a small unit, but like any military unit, they were trained to follow orders without question. So it was that he and the others settled in their patrol route.

Several groups of wastelander scientists came and went while they performed their duty. They muttered and pointed and scribbled notes.

What puzzled Copperhide was that the scientists didn’t dare come near either. They mostly used tools to apply fertilizer from a distance. Bucket after bucket of a black substance was poured onto the ground and quickly swallowed up by the mushroom field. They could see the big mushroom growing before their eyes.

Before they left, they would use more instruments to pluck some of the small mushrooms. Another patch would grow to replace those that were taken in the blink of an eye.

Dusk was approaching. Soon, they would hand over their watch to the next patrol. With so little for them to do, Copperhide and the others were relaxed and ready to go home. They spent their time chatting about different topics, but all of a sudden, they stopped when a palpable sense of danger fell over them.

“Ahh!”

The scream came from somewhere in the forest. One of their companions!

Copperhide’s face stiffened, and he hefted his battle ax. “Something’s wrong!”

The other guards were alert but couldn’t see the threat. Then, a salvo of bullets came ripping through the brush, knocking several off their feet.

“Those aren’t beasts!” “Sneak attack! We’re under attack!”

“Copperhide, sound the alarm!”

His captain shouted the order just as something separated from the trees. This translucent outline passed right through the officer, severing his head from his body.

Fear seized Copperhide. Without a second thought, he turned and ran. He didn’t know how, but whatever that was had gotten right up on the captain before he could react. The captain’s head was cut right off like he was made of paper. Copperhide was no match for this enemy.

That power was more like what the governor commanded. This was no ordinary foe! But what the hell was it?!



1 Every class in China has a class leader. They weren’t part of my schooling growing up in the US, so the closest I could come up with was a class monitor. In essence, class leaders are drafted by the teacher to act as an assistant. They snitch on bad kids, relay orders, pass out papers, and take notes when there’s a substitute, etc. The teacher always picks their best student for this job. In selecting Azura for the position of class leader, it shows that she is excellent in a class full of excellent students.

17 / The Mysterious Demon Hunter


A sneak attack against Greenland City was especially unexpected. After establishing the protective enchantments, even Cloudhawk hadn’t given this possibility a second thought.

It wasn’t due to him being careless. They were supposed to be hidden. By all rights, outsiders shouldn’t have been able to sneak past the borders without them knowing. As such, he had only a token force on the walls to protect against mutant animals that might wander too close, and that was all. Most of the army was within the city limits, training or doing other important work.

This attack got so close to the city because he wasn’t vigilant enough. Ten men from Copperhide’s unit were killed.

It was a small crew to begin with, and many died in the initial sneak attack. The remainder – including the captain – were picked off one by one by this translucent stranger. Copperhide tried to flee and let the city know what was happening.

But it was all to no avail. The translucent man was too fast.

Copperhide couldn’t see him, but he could get a basic idea of where he was by sound and smell. He knew the thing was getting closer. Unless he did something soon, he’d end up just like the captain.

Desperation and fear awakened something inside of him.

Aaaaarrrgghhh! He roared in panicked fury and flailed his ax wildly behind him. The ringing sound of his ax meeting something sharp echoed out. His foe easily deflected the blows and returned with a racking slash across the mutant’s chest. Copperhide’s thick skin split like paper.

A bone-crunching kick caught him next.

The mutant’s several-hundred-pound frame was launched into the air and sent sprawling a dozen meters away. As he rolled, he watched a field of snow-white mushroom caps split beneath him. Eventually, he came to rest in a patch of fungal bushes. With the patrol unit dealt with, a number of other figures began to emerge. One by one, they stepped out from the forest, each one strong and imposing, ready to clean up any survivors. Though few in number, they were nonetheless brutal and efficient.

They were here to feel out the situation, discover what they could about Greenland City, and report back to their superiors. Since they couldn’t afford eyewitnesses reporting back to the city, they had to make sure no one was left breathing.

Copperhide, badly wounded, lay among the mushrooms. He watched as the small fungi were crushed beneath invisible feet. His murderer was drawing near.

Who were they? Why were they trying to infiltrate Greenland City?

He was afraid. His life had only just turned around. His wife and son were finally happy. He didn’t want to die here.

Shimmers in the air told him the translucent attacker was raising their weapon. But before he could finish the mutant for good, the large mushroom behind him crackled with energy. It released a singular bolt of lightning from one of its spindles.

A peal of thunder shook the area.

Obviously, the translucent attacker was caught unprepared. It was too late to dodge, so the lightning struck the nearest item it was attracted to: his weapon. The figure was blasted off his feet and hit the ground a few meters away. Curling tendrils of smoke rose from a singed body.

The force of the blast was incredible to behold.

Others in range of the mushroom hadn’t figured it out yet. Bolt after bolt fired outward, but these men weren’t as lucky as their invisible comrade. They were struck directly and were blown up by the force. Chunks of burned meat and boiling blood were thrown across the fungus-carpeted floor.

“What the hell is this?”

“Destroy it!”

The remaining invaders raised their weapons and started firing on the mushroom. Of course, these inferior weapons could do nothing. The sounds of their gunshots only managed to attract attention from the city nearby.

Nearby, the translucent figure rose on shaky legs. His invisibility faded, revealing a dreary-looking middle-aged man. He glowered at the situation. “Retreat!”

The mushroom’s strike hadn’t caught him directly, but the wounds were still troubling. They were supposed to be here as scouts, but now they were exposed. It was time to leave and plan their next move.

In the midst of his planning, a figure appeared directly in front of him, barring the middle-aged man’s path.

She was a woman, maybe in her early twenties and wrapped in a pretty green dress. In her delicate fingers was a flute. A pair of cold and emotionless eyes held him fast. She looked over the group as though surveying a pile of corpses.

The boundary had been breached. Something abnormal had happened. Autumn was the first to recognize the danger.

The man’s first reaction when seeing the young woman was surprise. Then, he saw her beauty, radiating from everything except her deathly cold glare. But when all that passed, what gripped him was her remarkable temperament, like a queen looking scornfully upon unruly subjects.

Two contrasting aspects in one body. She was like no one he’d ever seen before.

Though wounded, the middle-aged man looked dangerously at Autumn. “You dare stand in my way? Do you know who I am?”

Autumn’s tepid voice returned, “I don’t care who you are.”

He smirked, while the other men in his crew looked at each other in surprise. This child had the gall to speak to him like that? They were here as a scouting party, but that didn’t mean they were weak. Each member of their group was a trained killer. Meanwhile, there didn’t seem to be anything special about this girl.

What these fools didn’t know was that when the discrepancy of power was too great – when they existed on entirely different levels –intuition would fail to show them the truth. It was like an ant trying to describe the power of a dragon. It was impossible for such a tiny thing to even see the majestic beast in its entirety.

“I don’t have time to play with you.” The man waved his hand toward his companions. “They’ll know something’s up in a few moments. Take this one with us. Maybe the mission won’t be for naught. Grab her.”

Several men stepped forward to obey. They circled around the deadly mushrooms towards Autumn.

She didn’t move except to lift her flute and wave it lazily towards the men. An invisible power struck them with great force, causing their bodies to detonate from the inside out. Where muscled men had been, there were now piles of meat paste and pools of blood.

Dead in an instant!

Even in the moment of action, there was no trace of murderous intent emanating from the girl. She did it as easily and as thoughtlessly as someone might step on an insect. Whatever she was, she was on an entirely different level from them. Killing these gnats wasn’t even an afterthought.

Now, the middle-aged man understood. His face darkened. He never would have imagined such a pretty, frail-looking girl could command such power. How could this be?

His reaction was swift. The man threw down a handful of smoke bombs and tried to slip away.

His ploy got him ten meters from the clearing when suddenly, he found his escape route blocked by vines. The man spun around to find another way, but more vines had appeared to cut off his retreat. Before he could formulate another plan, he found that he couldn’t even lift his feet. They were pinned to the floor by writhing green tendrils that slithered like snakes. They started climbing up his legs.

“No!” A short, shrill scream arose and was suddenly cut short.

Autumn’s Dryad lumbered from the forest with a head in one hand.

By now, the entire city knew something was wrong. A contingent of Talon soldiers brought a hundred troops to the area, but they arrived to discover that the situation had been resolved. Copperhide was saved from the mushroom grove and brought back to the city where his wounds could be looked at. His report was delivered to the governor.

Afterwards, Cloudhawk brought Barb and Gabriel to the scene of the attack.

“What happened?” Cloudhawk looked at the carnage and scowled. “Aren’t we supposed to be protected from this? How did these mice squeak through?”

Greenland’s protections were under Autumn’s purview. Seeing them fail was a distinct loss of face for this prideful ex-deity. She grumbled in his general direction, “The enchantments aren’t perfect. Of course there are ways in and out. They must have used some special relics or methods to find the holes and slip inside.”

“Relics?”

Cloudhawk scowled darkly as he checked the body of the man killed by the Dryad. He found on the body a ring he sensed was a relic. The inscription on it told him the relic’s name: ring of concealment. Obviously, it was a tool to help the wearer remain undetected. Low-grade, really just a means of invisibility. It masked the user’s sound, temperature, and aura. That’s why the mushroom hadn’t attacked him until his weapon was revealed.

Interesting.

“Are they from Skycloud?” Gabriel asked.

“We can’t rule it out, but I don’t think so.” Cloudhawk slipped the ring into his pocket. “Not Skycloud’s style. Arcturus wouldn’t have sent this sort after us. My guess is they came from someplace else.”

Gabriel found it strange. “Someplace else? With relics?”

“Not unthinkable. Squall, Wolfblade – they have these kinds of powers and aren’t from Skycloud, right?” He then leveled his displeasure towards Autumn. “Why did you have to kill them all? You should have at least left one for questioning!”

Autumn just laughed coldly. Why bother? If this was all the mysterious outsiders could muster, coming here was suicide.

“Not a problem,” Barb said, stepping forward. “Let me try!”

Barb’s Heartscry Thorn was typically used on live targets. However, when used on the recently deceased, if their brain tissue was intact, she could still extract some memories.

Cloudhawk stepped aside so Barb could get to work. Meanwhile, he was worried about the safety of their city, so he ordered that preparations be made for better security. This sort of incursion had to be prevented in the future.

At least the mushroom plot had proven to be decent protection. While its range of attack was only a hundred meters or so, strategically planted, it could be a good defense against invaders and mutant creatures.

There was also good news regarding Hellflower’s experiments. Through exhaustive tests, they found that the small mushrooms were not poisonous. In fact, they were quite nutritious. Nothing about them seemed harmful. It had the potential to become a staple of Greenland City’s diet.

Cloudhawk’s next announcement was to begin planting plots of these mushrooms around the city.


18 / The Unknown South


Barb’s efforts bore fruit. However, the process of reading the dead man’s memories was not a smooth one.

At Barb’s current level of skill, there was always a chance of failure. This was compounded by the fact that the head she was working on no longer had a body. The memories she extracted came in bits and pieces, fragmented and vague. It was like a mirror shattered into a hundred pieces. She was trying to piece it back together by sweeping everything into a pile. Recreating it seemed impossible.

However, there were some important tidbits she managed to recover. For one, this relic-wielding stranger was not from Skycloud. It was as they expected, but confirmation helped them breathe a little easier.

The one thing that kept Cloudhawk up at night was having Skycloud set its sights on his young city. With his condition as it was, Cloudhawk couldn’t contend with Arcturus. So long as it wasn’t a direct attack from Skycloud, though, Greenland City could defend itself.

Both the Conclave of Judgment of the Hand of Gehenna boasted demon hunters of their own. Wastelander demon hunters had existed for some time now. What they needed to know, and had yet to discover, was where this one had come from.

If he’d been sent here by the Conclave, that meant trouble. After all, the real power behind that group was Arcturus. The good news was that unless they got help from Skycloud, the Conclave couldn’t defeat Greenland City on its own.

This did not mean Greenland City was strong enough to rival the Conclave. Aside from a solid core of good fighters, their young domain wasn’t any better than an average settlement in the Northern Barrens.

However, even a dragon couldn’t cross an ocean without growing tired.

Natessa was clever and resourceful. The Conclave of Judgment was dominant, its talons dug deep into every Northern power. But these were the southern wastes. It was too far for the dragon to reach. With the Dark Atom operating in the area, Natessa’s forces couldn’t run wild here.

“I can’t be sure, but I’m pretty confident he isn’t from anywhere we know about.” Barb continued her trying efforts. “From what I pieced together, he came from somewhere further south.”

The southern wastes were far less organized than the north. The environment was less forgiving. It meant the human population was scant. Up till now, there wasn’t much of a force to speak of in these parts.

Because it was so harsh here and rife with mutant beasts, even highly trained Elysian troops had a hard time getting around. The furthest reaches of the southern wastes remained a mystery. No one knew what was down there. Or what to expect.

Legends said the south comprised of complex highlands, which the people had come to call the savage lands. But recent discoveries made it seemed the savage lands were misnamed. After all, this was a trained and deadly demon hunter who had just wandered into their home. What’s more, coming all this way meant two troubling things.

One, a significant and unknown power was hiding somewhere down there, one that had its own demon hunters.

Two, whoever this new player was, they knew all about Greenland City. Cloudhawk figured the sudden changes in the four nearby cities had caused the strangers to pay attention. The best way to learn more was to send scouts – hence, this group.

It was trouble. Whether a lot or little, it was too early to tell.

If they were a small group, then it would stand to reason that they would act more defensively, be more cautious. Greenland City would be left alone, and the calm days would continue. They would have ample time to expand. But if this new threat was strong, and they took offense to Cloudhawk setting up shop nearby, then they should expect a fight.

Everyone gathered at a meeting to discuss the possibilities.

More trouble for the young domain. Before, their problems were internal ones – food, equipment, resources. For the first time, the problem had come from the outside.

“Afraid my ass,” Dawn said from the seat next to Cloudhawk. She slapped the table and shot to her feet. “If those wastelander rats want to cower, then let them, but coming up to our house and causing trouble? If we just bury our head in the sand, what’s to stop them from stomping on it next time?”

Several of the people in the meeting hall nodded in agreement. Most of them were members of the Polaris family, whose tradition was to solve problems with fists and steel. “Cloudhawk, as far as I see, this problem isn’t worth discussing. Let me take a few hundred people down there, and I swear to wipe them out. We are looking for a chance to establish ourselves in the wastelands, and this is it! Cull our opposition to scare the others into place!”

Barb openly endorsed the plan. “No quarter for our enemies!”

“If only it were that easy.” Everyone was eager to draw blood, but a voice across the table from Cloudhawk tried to temper their hawkish views. “You’ve only just started to learn about the wastelands. You don’t know just how dangerous this place can be.”

Dawn scowled threateningly at her. “What are you trying to say?”

“Never underestimate your enemy and especially never underestimate the environment. With a few hundred soldiers, do you think it’d be easy to cross a thousand kilometers of unknown terrain? You don’t even know what you’ll find when you cross it. Simply charging in blind is foolish and deadly.” Hellflower was blunt. “At best, if you follow that plan, victory is a long shot.”

Dawn opened her mouth to refute her but was cut off.

“Hellflower’s right,” Cloudhawk said. He didn’t agree with Dawn’s fervor. “She and I grew up down here. Hellflower has spent her life traveling all over the wastes. No one knows more than she does about it.”

Dawn tried again. “But-”

“Enough. I know your objections, but force is not the only way to solve a problem. It might be worth trying to talk.” Cloudhawk shook his head. “We can’t risk that many soldiers anyway. Greenland City is still young and weak. If you take those soldiers and something happens, that’s a month of hard work thrown away for nothing. If we let internal strife tear us up, that will only draw attention. We don’t want Arcturus hearing even a whisper of our name, not yet.”

Dawn gave a deflated snort. She didn’t like it, but she saw the reasoning. The root of her discomfort came mostly from Cloudhawk siding with that floozy Hellflower, but she had to accept it.

“We aren’t in a position to commit to a big fight. However, we’re in an unenviable position – our enemy is unknown, but they know about us. We need to think of a way to send out feelers and figure out what we’re dealing with.” The suggestion came from Roc. “Perhaps we should instead send Rio and a handful of his best soldiers into the territory, see what they can find?”

“Rio’s capable, but this mission isn’t suitable for Talons. The soldiers are good at what they do, which is a straight fight. They aren’t trained for wilderness survival and covert operations. Besides, it’s far, so sending orders is difficult.”

What Cloudhawk wanted was something like the Court of Shadows. If he had someone with Atlas’s talents, they’d be able to trust that person to sneak into enemy territory and learn what they needed without a problem. Unfortunately, a man like that wasn’t at hand. Sending amateurs to do that sort of a job wasn’t going to help them.

A counterattack was out of the question. Investigation was off the table. So what were they expected to do? They couldn’t just sit on their hands!

“Sandspire is a city at the southernmost reaches of our territory, there in the ruins.” Cloudhawk pulled out a crude hand-drawn map. He pored over it while he pondered his decision. “It’s about four hundred kilometers south from us. We can use that as a screen between us and whatever is down there. If they promise to help us deal with whatever problems come bubbling out of that place, we can help with their expansion and security.”

What was waiting for them in the highlands was a complete mystery. Cloudhawk didn’t want to tip his hand before they knew more. As far as he saw it, the best thing for Greenland City to do right now was to remain low-key. If they could avoid getting caught up in wastelands conflicts, then they should do so.

Sandspire’s population was similar to Greenland’s. If Cloudhawk could bring it under his control, they would have a fine base for launching any future missions into the deep south. That would save Greenland City a lot of headaches.

With the enchantment present, Greenland City could focus more on development.

Sandspire was unique and important. In contrast to the other three cities in their vicinity – which provided much-needed resources – Sandspire gave them something they lacked even more: technology. It was a city among ancient ruins, filled with strange and interesting things.

Hellflower wasn’t the only one excited about learning more about them. Cloudhawk was as well. He made his decision. “I’ll go visit Sandspire myself.”

Dawn immediately piped up. “You are the governor. How does it make sense for you to go yourself? You still aren’t fully healed yet. What happens if you run into trouble?”

“I’m already feeling better. I can get around just fine, and I still have the ability to teleport. Even weakened, I can get there in half a day.”

Cloudhawk made up his mind, but he wasn’t careless.

He was fairly confident that there were few threats to him in these parts, but the world was big, and there was a lot he didn’t know. Who’s to say something altogether unexpected wouldn’t catch him out on the road? He’d learned not to underestimate people. He had to be careful.

“Hey drunk, you and Hellflower come with me. We need to make sure the city is ours when we leave.”

“Why me?” The old man rubbed his dirty nose. “You’re falling into a bad habit of bothering me with all this nonsense.”

Cloudhawk grumbled, “Keep complaining and I’ll stop giving you booze.”

The hobo raised his hands in surrender.

Dawn, Roc, Gabby, and the others were strong enough to hold down the fort. Besides, they had important responsibilities to see to. They were better utilized here in the city. Right now, Greenland’s construction and development were still the number one priority. Autumn was another possible companion, but it wasn’t like she would come because Cloudhawk asked nicely. The more he troubled her, the more she detested him.

Better to employ the god’s powers as sparingly as possible. She was to be used at key moments when the time was right.

In the end, the best pair to bring with him on this journey was Hellflower and the drunk.

Hellflower had her powerful silver golem as a bodyguard. Unfortunately for them, her golem had been left behind with the Dark Atom. If not, Cloudhawk likely wouldn’t have needed the drunk’s help. Hellflower was strong on her own, but extra protection was good in case they ran into a particularly hairy scenario. After all, Hellflower’s safety was important too. Cloudhawk needed her if he was to continue building his power base.

“Sandspire’s a good place. I visited once a decade ago. Since then, I heard there’ve been several political upheavals. I’m not sure what it’s like there now.” Hellflower gave her approval of Cloudhawk’s decision. She had fond memories of the place. “Their scientists are mostly known for engineering. Perhaps we can recruit a few of their more clever members for ourselves.”


19 / Sandspire


One thing the wastelands didn’t lack was ruins. The former civilization that once spanned this world had been vast and glorious. What remained now, of course, was nothing but husks of their former splendor.

The skeletons of their buildings and neighborhood were now haunts for scavengers and nests for wild animals.

However, the ruins were anything but worthless. Often, they were the final resting places of ancient knowledge. Tools, weapons, or data were buried in the detritus, waiting to be unearthed. Usually, these places rich in ancient tech were referred to as troves.

The wastelands were vast and sparsely populated. It was a land mired in conflict but also rich in opportunity.

One place where opportunity lay was Sandspire. Slowly rusting husks of buildings rose from the dunes like jagged teeth, marking a trove where many legendary weapons were said to have been discovered. These stories inspired those who heard them, spreading among the masses and changing with each retelling.

For those who lived in Sandspire now, they would say those stories were their lighthouse.

They believed without a shadow of a doubt that Sandspire was a place where one’s luck could turn. Beneath their feet was a trove thousands of years old, hiding untold secrets just waiting to be discovered.

The presence of nearly ten thousand scavengers came with challenges as well. Sandspire’s complex maze ruins became a breeding ground for sin. Murder was an everyday occurrence. Hideous creatures also lurked in dark corners. They waited for unsuspecting wastelanders and picked off the weak.

Despite the danger, certain intrepid scavengers persisted. Gray Rabbit and Sister Bug were among them.

Out in the wastes, it was common for one’s name to reflect one’s abilities. Gray Rabbit was seventeen or eighteen years old, and with a name like that, one figured he was quick. The gray part referred to his ashy skin. Little gray boy, quick as a hare.

He had a sister about his age, Sister Bug. She was born small, frail, and weak. Even though she was in her late teens, the girl looked like she was ten years old. Her timid bearing earned her the name bug, timid little bug.

Without a doubt, the pair occupied the lowest rungs of the wastelands’ social structure. They didn’t dare cause trouble or start fights and steered clear of any place where groups tended to gather. But this place… the stories were too wonderful. They managed to eke out a living among the cracks like frightened roaches.

The strong had their way of living. The weak did as well. Being strong didn’t always mean you lived longer than the weak.

Neither sibling was very good at hunting, so they dug through the rubble to survive. In the old days, this trove had been a vast manufacturing site. All manner of machines and tools were made here and made well. Even after a few thousand years, some of the things people found were still in working order.

Gray Rabbit spent his days picking out usable components that he then squirreled away. More than just quick on his feet, Gray Rabbit was also clever. In true crafty fashion, he had his little trinkets hidden in several different places.

Little Bug was different from her brother. She was too weak to lift heavy things from the ruins. What she did have was a talent no one could match: she just seemed to know machines. Although she’d never been trained, she’d pore over the manuals they dug out to teach herself how these things worked.

Brother and sister worked together in a simple and synergistic way. Gray Rabbit pulled out the pieces, and Sister Bug put them together. When they had a working product, they brought it to the market to sell. Their unique abilities helped improve their standing among the others.

Such was their way of making a living. So long as there was a way, even the smallest, frailest life could survive.

Their dream was to one day unearth a particularly grand treasure. Such a find would change their fates just like their predecessors, and they could add their stories to the many legends Sandspire already had. What a dream, safety and comfort in the city.

They knew nothing of the outside world, of course. To them, Sandspire was the whole world, the safest place they could be.
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Bug wiped her hands, another project complete. It was an ugly hodgepodge of metal that looked like an insect.

It was covered in circuits, both inside and out. When Bug hooked them up to a crude homemade battery, the propellers fastened to the machine began to whir. Ever so slightly, the insect-like contraption rose off the table.

“Nice!” Gray Rabbit was thrilled. “We’ll definitely get a few scraps of meat for this one.”

Bug used a dirty sleeve to wipe the sweat from her brow and sighed in relief. It’d been days since they’d had a decent bite. If her efforts bought them a few scraps, then it was all worth it.

They covered the contraption in a dirty cloth and set off to find a merchant willing to buy it. A good deal meant a brief respite to their hunger pangs.

The nearest camp was small, less of a camp and more a temporary group of tents. Places like these mostly served as markets where goods were traded. No one lived here, but there were a few hundred people gathered inside to see what they could get.

“Stop right there!” Right after stepping into the market, Rabbit and Bug were stopped by a fierce-looking man. The two youths blanched, and Rabbit told his sister to run. But when she turned, all she saw were two more hardened men barring their exit.

Gray Rabbit pulled out a small rusted dagger. He held it forth with a trembling hand. “The fuck do you want?!”

“Want?” The biggest one stepped forward with a nasty grin. “Word is you grunts make cute toys. What I want is for you to show me what’s under that cloth.”

Bug held the bundle tightly to her chest, while her brother screamed at the men, “Hell no!”

“You think I’m askin’?”

Gray Rabbit felt it before he could say anything. A pain in his wrist, then his dagger tumbled onto the sand in two pieces. He turned to try and run, but a nasty kick caught him and sent him flying. The two henchmen picked him up and held him fast.

“Take it! Here, just take it!” She cried out in a frightened voice and held out the bundle. “Let my brother go!”

“You want him to live? We can arrange something.” The leader eyed Bug hungrily. “Not a lot to look at, but a hole’s a hole. Work for us, warm our beds, and we’ll let this punk live.”

Gray Rabbit struggled against the two larger men. “No! Don’t do it!”

In a fit of rage, the leader smashed his fist into Gray Rabbit’s face, loosening his teeth.

“I-I’ll go,” Bug said meekly. “I’ll go with you.”

“Good choice.”

The leader grinned and waved at his comrades to grab her. But as they moved, a voice stopped them in their tracks.

“You’ve got some balls, roughing up Sand Tiger’s guests.”

The thugs paused, and a moment later, terror crossed their faces.

A man came into view, dressed very differently from the other scavengers milling about. He was maybe in his thirties, with a shaved head that was covered in all kinds of metal ornaments. He was clad in strange robotic armor that made him look like some kind of spider. With him was a large masked figure.

Sand Tiger!

Trepidation stole the color from the thugs’ faces. Sand Tiger was not a man to be trifled with. He was a mystery. No one knew where he came from. As far as most knew, he was an important person in Sandspire and held high status among the people who lived there. Every few days, he made the rounds to these market camps, trading food and weapons for the things scavengers dug up. Sand Tiger had real clout with the lowly sort around here for being generous and treating them fairly.

Sand Tiger had dealt with Bug and Rabbit maybe a dozen times.

“Mind your own fuckin’ business!” the larger man threatened.

This earned a dark chuckle from Sand Tiger. “Those are my trading partners you’re laying hands on. If you drag them away, it hurts my business. How can you tell me to mind my own business when you’re fucking with my livelihood? Now, walk away while you still can.”

“Who the fuck do you think you are?!” The thug’s fists were curled tight. “Talkin’ down to me like some kind of big shot? Let’s rip this shithead apart!”

Such was life in the wastelands. A simple disagreement could lead to death. Life was cheap. As for Sand Tiger’s background? Fuck it – won’t matter once the asshole is dead. All they’d have to do was find somewhere else to set up shop. No one was going to bother combing the wastelands for a few thugs.

“You really are lookin’ to die.”

The large masked figure with Sand Tiger stepped forward, standing between him and the angry men. The hair-raising squeal of metal on metal sounded as their weapons impacted and cut away clothing. What was revealed was a body made of steel.

“The fuck is this?!”

Two shocked expressions looked up at the masked face. Two lightning-fast punches followed.

One after the other, both men’s heads exploded like overripe watermelons. Bits of bone and brain matter splattered across the area. Their leader, standing a little behind with wide eyes, recognized his folly. This giant thing wasn’t human. It was a robot.

He screamed and turned to run away. A deafening shot rang out from behind him, and when he looked down, he saw the gaping hole in his chest. Trembling fingers explored the wound in disbelief.

“All that big talk and this is the best you could do?” Sand Tiger blew the smoke from the large-caliber handgun in his grip. He then turned to the two young scavengers. “I’ve been watching you for a while. You two got skills. Weak, though – If you stay here, sooner or later, someone will finish you off. Better you stick with me. I’ll take you into the city.”

The siblings looked at him and then at each other in shock.

“But… we have nothing to earn our way.”

Sandspire was the largest city in this part of the wastes. It wasn’t unheard of for scavs like them to buy their way in, but it was expensive. There was also a monthly tax that was levied, which by itself was more than the two could afford.

“Heh, that’s how it used to be. Now that my father, Sand Viper, is the governor, my word goes.” Sand Tiger made no secret of his identity. “So long as you stick with me, Sandspire will find a use for you!”

The governor’s son? Since when did Sandspire have a governor?


20 / Orebiters


Sand Tiger stood with his arms folded, looking proud.

Perhaps he had some right to be proud. His family was not the most powerful in Sandspire. His father – Sand Viper – was a talented scientist and an exceptional Seeker, but they had been perhaps fifth or sixth in the social hierarchy. How could they have leaped so quickly to the fore?

It was the result of a spate of circumstances that had occurred recently. It all started when the former governor left with three thousand troops and never returned. That wasn’t strange by any means. Fighting and killing was an everyday thing in the wastelands. There was always conflict around food, water, or territory, so the people of the city paid little mind.

What really took them by surprise was the shocking news that followed a few days later. Their leader was dead, and his soldiers were captured.

It seemed so sudden to the citizens of Sandspire. They were caught unprepared. All at once, the man who held Sandspire in his iron grip with a force of several thousand men was just… gone!

Once the shock wore off, the power vacuum incited several people to begin vying for the reins.

At the time, Sand Tiger’s family didn’t even attempt to take power. They were a formidable clan, but scientists weren’t a respected class here. Theirs was not a warrior family and had only a few notable fighters to speak of. They didn’t have enough strength to hold onto power even if they got it.

As the struggle raged, two family leaders were found killed in their own homes with their most loyal followers also mysteriously dispatched. What remained of their forces fell under Sand Viper’s control, which instantly catapulted him to the highest echelons of power. All of it just fell into his lap like a gift from heaven.

Sand Tiger later learned that the two patriarchs were killed by a stranger from Greenland City. He’d only been in Sandspire for three days, passing through like the specter of death. Those who refused to capitulate to Greenland City’s demands were removed. Sand Viper survived because he agreed to play by their rules. So it was that he became the new ruler of the city.

Anyway, the “how” was not important. The result was – and that result was that Sand Tiger’s family was now the preeminent authority in Sandspire City.

Sand Tiger had a fondness for the one called Bug. He recognized real talent in her. With the right guidance and proper training, she could be a great asset to his family. Cultivating people like her was how they consolidated their power.

Gray Rabbit and Sister Bug would be foolish to turn down the invitation. Every day in the ruins was a fight for survival. Wasn’t it their dream that the struggle would one day buy them entry into the city?

Sand Tiger waved his hand with an air of finality. “Come with me.”

The siblings did as they were told. As they were turning to leave, screams stopped them short. A group of a dozen or so men came tearing through the market, howling at the top of their lungs. “Beasts are attacking!”

Moments later, strange shadows darted out from the ruins in their direction. Not a thread of hair covered these creatures’ leathery skin. They were huge, lumbering things with the build of rhinoceros but more toned and sleek. Some sort of combination between a bull and a wolf? Their flesh shone with a metallic light that made the creatures look impervious to blades, and a single spiral horn jutted out from their foreheads.

“Orebiters!” Terrified screams rippled through the camp.

Orebiters were the most dangerous mutant beasts in Sandspire’s territory. What made them especially unique was their digestive system. Orebiters could eat literally anything, and their stomach acids could break it all down into usable nutrients.

The name was given for obvious reasons. These monsters could grind up and devour all sorts of metal, which then combined inside them to create an incredibly strong biological alloy. It strengthened everything from their bones to their skin, making them exceptionally hardy. If they were here in a herd, it meant they intended to make this place their next meal.

By now, it was too late to run. These beasts weren’t just powerful. They were also as fast as a wolf pack. The human encampment was already surrounded, their avenues of escape cut off.

“Aaaooooghhh!”

One of the orebiters charged into the crowd with its spiral horn lowered to skewer the first thing it encountered. It caught one of the fleeing scavengers in the back, running him through like a tack through paper.

The beast flung the poor man over its back where he was promptly trampled into paste.

Orebiters were famously thorough. During a hunt, nothing in their path was left alive. It was the fate of this camp to become a field of blood and gore.

Another scream. The pack leader had caught another scavenger. It charged through the people like a truck.

Its two pack mates tore along behind it like a pair of devils. Gray Rabbit and Sister Bug were pale with terror as they watched. Destruction was certain, for both the camp and everyone in it.

“This is the superb metallic biomaterial they were talking about?” Sand Tiger muttered to himself. “Since I ran into ’em, I think I’ll take a piece of ’em with me.”

As he spoke, Sand Tiger pulled out his gun. His revolver was a special one, over a foot long with a much thicker barrel than was standard. Revolver was perhaps not the right name for it – It probably couldn’t even be called a handgun. The thing was a cannon, and Sand Tiger seemed confident nothing could withstand its stopping power.

An orebiter came charging his way like a missile. A few steps later, it hit the ground, kicking up a plume of sand as it skidded to a halt.

Next, the robot guardian burst into action. With its hammer-like fists, it tried to pummel the metallic creature. However, no one expected the beast to shoot back onto its feet after a shot from Sand Tiger. Where the massive caliber bullet had struck was a terrible dent. Sand Tiger’s shot had wounded it, but the orebiter was still standing.

It swung to the side, ramming into the robot and knocking it away. The creature then opened its mouth and belched out a stream of green acidic fluid.

“Shit!” Sand Tiger scowled. The green fluid was stomach acid, the orebiter’s digestive fluids. That was how it was able to eat anything it got down its gullet. As a weapon, it was probably more effective than any other acid.

As feared, the robot warrior immediately started to dissolve. Its metallic casing melted to reveal complicated circuitry. Before it could back off, the orebiter came in for a second body slam. Like a puppet with its strings cut, the robot was knocked to the ground and stomped to pieces. The valuable computer innards were broken beyond repair.

Sand Tiger was furious. Having his robot guardian broken apart wasn’t terrible – they could find more metal to patch it back together based on designs they already had. But having its circuits turned to dust was a massive and irrevocable loss.

But now wasn’t the time to curse his misfortune. Three orebiters were coming his way. He fired several more times at them, but the beasts were quick and cunning. They dropped their heads to protect their throats, the only parts of their bodies his bullets could penetrate. They shrugged off blows to anywhere else and just kept coming.

Dammit, not good! One of the beasts jumped into the air in an attempt to crush the three puny humans. As its shadow fell over Sand Tiger, his face fell. Was this the day he died?

Gray Rabbit and Sister Bug were shaking in terror. They were powerless to protect themselves.

Sand Tiger shut his eyes and prepared for death, but his ears picked up a sharp gust of wind. He opened his eyes and saw a figure standing between him and the approaching monster.

Shocked stares were fixed on this stranger. Was he crazy? Did he think he could stop an orebiter all by himself? Did he know what he was up against?

Under a host of horrified stares, the figure stood fast and extended his left hand.

For an instant, everything slowed down. Sand Spider could see that the man was covered in bandages except for his left arm, which was encased in a gauntlet. It reminded him of his robot’s arm. With a slight and subtle movement of his wrist, the man patted the orebiter’s forehead.

BOOM!

The beast’s powerful charge came to an abrupt end as the impact of an immovable object and an unstoppable force caused the air to ripple. Soundlessly, the creature rolled onto its side, while the residual concussive force spread out, causing the nearby ruins to collapse.

Sent into a rage, the remaining two orebiters charged at this new threat.

Their mysterious savior pulled a broken sword from his back and swung it at the nearest creature. A spear of fire burst to life, completing the weapon and piercing clean through the orebiter’s metal hide. From the outside, there was no visible damage, but the monster’s skin had turned red hot. One could imagine what that meant for the organs within.

A second swipe from his sword, this one aimed at the third orebiter. It screamed piteously and then died.

Whoever this stranger was just killed three orebiters as easily as squashing ants. The scavengers all stared in wide-eyed disbelief.

Sand Tiger had never before seen such a display of strength. It made no sense that this man could slap down an orebiter the way he did, much less summon fire from a sword to sear a monster from the inside.

“What are you?” Sand Tiger was vigilant and suspicious, but it was meaningless. If this man wanted him dead, there wasn’t anything he could do to stop him.

The stranger took his time answering, returning the sword to its place upon his back. When he spoke, his voice was a little hoarse, and when he turned, his face was hidden beneath a deep cowl. What little could be seen was also covered in bandages. Nothing that would show his age was revealed – he was a total mystery.

“I’m called Cloudhawk.” He looked out over the crowd and then at the dead orebiters. The other orebiters that had surrounded the camp had fled – likely after watching three of their pack mates get ruthlessly slaughtered. “Can you point me towards Sandspire?”

“Sandspire? That’s where you’re headed?”

Sand Tiger gave the stranger a suspicious look. He was strong. Too strong. If he made it into town, nobody could stand in his way. What was his purpose in the city?


21 / Entering the City


If one were to observe Sandspire from above, one would undoubtedly be astonished by its sheer scale. Mountains of steel husks stretched into the distance, rising as high as a hundred meters. They twisted among one another in an intricate, expansive maze that stretched in all directions. Sandspire City was hidden therein.

“Sandspire is up ahead.”

Four figures picked their way through the rusted steel jungle like a small party of ants. Their limited vision made it impossible for them to understand the breadth of the place they found themselves in. It was easy to imagine one getting forever lost out here and dying from hunger and exposure.

Cloudhawk had lived for so long in the southern wastes, but he’d never heard of this place until recently. The wastelands were vast, and he knew so little of it.

They came upon an oval-shaped building that rose like an iron dragon between two collapsed towers. From the outside, it looked like an enormous, metallic bird’s nest. Somehow both complex and natural, it had an artistry to it that was a mix between scientific accomplishment and natural flair. Of course, a thousand years of neglect had stolen some of its brilliance. Rust had crept into every corner of it.

Here was the famous Sandspire, nestled in a metal bird’s nest amid sprawling ruins. The only way you could know it was here was if you grew up in the area.

Sand Tiger was very respectful as he introduced Sandspire to Cloudhawk, walking by his side. “This is Sandspire City. Based on the information we’ve discovered, this city used to be a manufacturing hub. In fact, Sandspire itself was an industrial park in ancient times. Here, they made robots and other machines. Whatever cataclysm destroyed the world turned this amazing place to rubble, all except the industrial park that we now call home.”

Every corner of these ruins was thick with ancient history. As Cloudhawk walked among the collapsed structures, he couldn’t help but imagine how magnificent it used to be. Now, it was like the shadow of a beautiful dream after waking – pieces and fragments of something you could never get back. He nodded. “Let’s keep going.”

Sand Tiger brought his two young charges and Cloudhawk into the city. He was very conscientious with everything he said to the latter. And of course he would, after what he saw Cloudhawk do to the orebiters. With that sort of ability, he could sweep away any opposition to his rule in the city. Cloudhawk could squish him like a roach if he wanted to.

He was even more respectful when he learned Cloudhawk’s identity as a representative from Greenland City. Sand Viper’s rule over Sandspire was thanks to backing from Greenland. That didn’t mean there weren’t any struggles, though. His rule was still on shaky footing, and there was plenty of opposition. It was the nature of wastelanders to be ambitious, and there were more than a couple who covetously eyed Sand Viper’s position. Now was not the time to offend their backers, if ever there was such a time.

This Greenland powerhouse had come at just the right time, in fact.

Cloudhawk didn’t tell him everything. Sand Tiger thought he was just someone from the city, a messenger or liaison. He would have been stunned to learn this was the city’s governor paying a visit. Even so, the respect he showed was copious, and he personally led Cloudhawk through the city entrance.
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Cloudhawk had visited many cities in the wastelands. This one was wholly unique.

From the outside, it looked like any other piece of the wastelands. Unless you were someone in the know, you could walk by and never know you nearly rubbed shoulders with a population eighty thousand strong. It was thanks to its natural camouflage and the maze-like ruins surrounding it that Sandspire was able to survive and prosper.

On either side of the enormous gates to the city were two electric “eyes.” They scanned anyone who tried to pass. Only once their identities were confirmed did the gates slowly open. Passing over the threshold was like walking into a completely different world.

If there was one thing that differentiated ruins in the cities from elsewhere, it was the sheer amount of science and technology on display. With every breath, Cloudhawk could smell the slightly sweet smell of engine oil. Peering down every lane, he saw machines at work, performing different tasks. Miniature robots sweeping garbage off the streets for example. Robots also darted back and forth overhead, sentinels that watched the city for any trouble.

“Heeellooo and thank you for listening to Dunehunter Radio! Today, our program -”

Cloudhawk stared in amazement as a small box squawked from the corner of a vendor’s stall. It didn’t look very complicated, but it had to be for words to be coming out of it. At the moment, the voice was talking about different mutant beast sightings near the city to help hunters prepare for their work.

A wireless radio… Sandspire had its own broadcast station that it used to communicate with its citizens.

Sadly, they only worked in the city. The surrounding ruins had no infrastructure and were too choked with debris. The signal couldn’t get far.

Cloudhawk was struck with inspiration. If they put together a radio station back in Greenland, it would be much easier to communicate with his people. Besides that, it would also enrich the lives of his citizens. He couldn’t imagine the tech to be too complicated. Maybe he could bring a few engineers back with him to Greenland to get them started.

He continued to follow his guide through the city. Around every corner was another strange sight to capture his attention. Incredible things he’d neither seen nor heard of. There were vendors selling things like radios, which to Cloudhawk were valuable treasures but seemed like everyday objects in this place.

He was particularly surprised when they passed by a dark corner down an alley. A group of people were gathered around a screen. Behind them, a small contraption was projecting images onto the screen with a flickering light. The pictures were moving. When asked, Sand Tiger told him they were watching something called a “movie.”

Because of its exceptional status and resources, Sandspire was home to a large number of scientists. They were the backbone of a world where ancient tech and modern wastelands science combined to create an amazing and singular culture. Both the crude and contrived style of the wastes and the high-grade scientific rigor of the old world could be seen in each of these machines.

“This place is even more amazing than I imagined.” Gray Rabbit was trying to take in everything at the same time. He was filled with excitement. “I never thought the wastelands could have a place like this.”

Bug’s timid face was bright with excitement as well.

“You two haven’t seen anything of the world. Compared to other places, Sandspire is nothing. I heard that somewhere very far to the north, there’s a place called Skycloud. Now that place is a paradise. Sadly, wastelanders like us can only imagine what it’s like.”

As he spoke, Sand Tiger gave Cloudhawk a steady, pointed look. While he’d never been to Skycloud or met an Elysian, Sand Tiger had heard stories. Unless he was mistaken, the strange and amazing powers this man had shown were powers he got from that faraway utopia.

The two youths were stunned. They’d spent all their lives scrounging for scraps in the ruins. They’d never even stepped foot out into the larger world. “Is that true?” they asked, their eyes wide.

“Remember this: force a bird to live in a fish pond and it will be miserable, no matter how clear the water. Have a fish live in a bird’s nest and the warm sun won’t end the fish’s sorrow. There’s no such thing as a good place or a bad place. Only suitable and unsuitable.” Cloudhawk turned his eyes towards the two young ones. “Don’t be jealous. The more you know, the more you think, the more you worry. If the day comes when you’re strong enough to survive in another environment, then the world will come to you.”

Rabbit and Bug didn’t know how to respond. This mysterious person’s guidance was like a riddle they couldn’t figure out. He talked like an old man who’d lived through a lot. That would explain how he got so strong and had so many amazing things.

A few minutes later, Cloudhawk was resting in an audience hall. At Sand Tiger’s request, a lean and old man had come to greet them. He was wrapped in a cloak stained with motor oil, and his white hair was all a mess. A thick pair of glasses magnified his eyes and were constantly being adjusted by calloused hands. Nothing about his look marked him as a city leader or a noted engineer. He really just looked like an old repairman.

“I just heard what happened. Thank you for saving this undeserving waste of air.” Although Sand Viper didn’t look imposing, his abilities were obvious. He knew right away that Cloudhawk had come from Greenland City, but he showed no reverence or awe. On the contrary, he was totally in control. “What are you doing still standing here? Get Master Cloudhawk a glass of tea!”

Cloudhawk waved a hand to indicate he didn’t care. He settled back in his chair to speak to Sand Viper. “I came here today for two reasons.”

“I’m at your service,” the man responded.

“First, I’m hoping to improve cooperation between Sandspire and Greenland. We are willing to share food and water with you, and in return, we want to bring some of your talented engineers and inventions to our city.”

Sand Viper nodded. It was not an unreasonable request. Why else would Greenland have propped him up to this position? What surprised him was the fact that he was proposing an exchange. Considering their history, he figured Greenland would simply demand goods and services. Instead, they were offering food and water – resources that were much more precious than what they were requesting. Cooperation would mean a lot to Sandspire, and it was a deal tilted in their favor.

“Second, considering the special position Sandspire holds, we would like to make this place a base of operations for exploration missions to the south.”

“What are you saying?” At this, Sand Viper’s calm facade suddenly changed. “Explore the south? With all due respect, you’re making a dangerous request. They’ve been quiet, and waking a sleeping giant isn’t something we can afford. Provoking the south is suicide.”


22 / More Schemes?


Cloudhawk was a little taken aback. What was this guy so scared of? As far as he knew, there was no wastelands power more frightening than the Elysians. If there was, how was it that Skycloud didn’t know it existed? If Cloudhawk was willing to spit in the eye of Skycloud’s best, what did he have to fear from nobody wastelanders?

“I have lived in these wastes for sixty years. In that time, I ran with a number of leaders and met many people. Several had ambitions to explore those southern highlands. Only a few ever returned and never with anything good to say. Greenland City is like thunder in a dry desert, but if we try to fight the south as we are now, all that will come is death.”

“It sounds like you underestimate Greenland City,” Cloudhawk replied.

“Underestimate? I don’t think so!” Sand Viper leaned in earnestly. “Have you heard of the great figure that roamed these wastes four to five years ago? Caliph of the Sands he was called.”

Cloudhawk’s face showed that he did. “The Caliph? That demon? What does any of this have to do with him?”

“If legends are to be believed, he came from somewhere down south. Half a decade ago, he controlled a vast swathe of this place. Greenland Outpost – as it was called – was also under his control. Word was a demon hunter from Skycloud defeated him, forcing the demon to flee. Were it not for that fight, the South would long since have been unified under the Caliph’s banner.”

Cloudhawk stared back at him with a solemn facade. Abaddon, the Caliph of the Sands. What did he have to do with the savage south? He was here at Wolfblade’s request, to bring that untamed expanse to heel. But never once was Abaddon’s involvement revealed.

What was this asshole scheming? The anger swirled within him after he learned that Wolfblade was hiding more things from him. The terrorist leader was no simple sort – Cloudhawk knew that well. He was in a similar class as Arcturus, so he knew there was no getting away from Wolfblade if he didn’t will it.

So what was the man plotting? Cloudhawk couldn’t figure it out.

Seeing the Greenlander’s furrowed brow, Sand Viper knew his words had left an impression. Sandspire’s governor could not know that Abaddon was working with the Dark Atom, of course. However, he did know the Dark Atom was a northern outfit that had sent some of its best down here to establish a base of power. No clan, outpost, or city had the resources to rival the north, so it was no surprise that their denizens would be stronger and better equipped.

The new territory known as Greenland was an extension of its strength. It was enough to dominate this small area but not enough for what they were aiming for. If Greenland started kicking up trouble in the south, Sandspire would be caught between them.

Cloudhawk’s mind was racing. He should have known the southern wastes were a more muddled quagmire than they appeared. Why else would Wolfblade have sent him here to build up their fledgling territory? Suddenly, it made more sense why he had Autumn – a god – tag along for what Cloudhawk thought would be a relatively simple mission.

But that wasn’t all. Autumn and the old drunk were extraordinary powerhouses and were more than enough to bring the surrounding settlements into line. He also had the Polaris family at his beck and call, with Dawn and at least a couple dozen demon hunters and martial artists. With a roster like that, they could stand on their own in the Conclave-infested north, much less down here. He hadn’t thought of it before, but if they were truly so well-defended, why would Autumn go through all the effort of building her protective enchantments?

He should have seen it. Someone as prideful and ornery as Autumn wouldn’t have wasted her power for something trivial. What’s more, with her job done, she could simply have gone back to the Vale – yet in Greenland she remained. Not just remained, she seemed to have put down roots. If it wasn’t because of Wolfblade’s direct order, then Cloudhawk didn’t know why else she was still here. If that snake had ordered such an enchantment to be built around Greenland, it was for one reason only: It would be needed.

Greenland City wasn’t as safe as he thought.

But it was too late to back out now. He had a responsibility not just to himself but also to Gabby, Barb, the drunk, Claudia, hundreds of Polaris soldiers, and every citizen in their young domain. He couldn’t abandon them, even if he suddenly found himself facing a problem he knew nothing about.

This mysterious problem had also sent someone to feel out their defenses. Whatever they were up against wasn’t going to stop – there was bound to be a lot more to come.

It was foolish for Cloudhawk to come here and expect Sandspire and Greenland to stand alone.

Sand Viper was preparing his arguments, eager to make this Greenlander abandon the idea entirely. However, they were interrupted when a messenger delivered news. “Boss, Red Scorpion has sent an invitation for you to meet him in the ruins.”

“Red Scorpion? Wasn’t he cast out a decade ago? What is he doing back here?”

When Sand Viper had first heard of Red Scorpion, he’d been one of Sandspire’s earliest leaders. For a variety of reasons, a power struggle transpired and he was overthrown. Red Scorpion was allowed to leave with his life and fled into the wastes.

Now, he was back, after so many years…

Sandspire had seen so many leaders come and go since then.

During his time in exile, Red Scorpion had managed to scrounge together a group of sweeper bandits who lived off small communities and quickly earned a name for themselves. It seemed word had spread that Sandspire’s leader was gone, defeated along with a few thousand fighters. The city was in a delicate and turbulent time.

Red Scorpion’s return could only mean trouble. After so many years, he likely had gathered a good number of supporters. Perhaps he thought now was the time to drive out the pretender who sat in his chair, the same way they’d driven him out a decade ago.

Sand Viper was a scientist and not a warrior, but he was smart enough to sniff out a trap. This invitation was meant to draw him out so that Red Scorpion could deal with him.

The new governor’s hold on the city was still tentative. He didn’t have many capable people and definitely not enough to accept such an invitation. But if he didn’t, he would lose the initiative to his enemy. It would damage the reputation of the city’s new and untested leader.

“Accept. So long as I’m here, you’ve got nothing to worry about.”

Cloudhawk could see the uncertainty on Sand Viper’s face. The situation down south could be put aside for now. Whatever came from that mess, he’d deal with when it came. Right now, Sandspire had to be protected. Its relationship with Greenland City was too important to be thrown away due to some petty power struggle.

Sand Viper still hesitated. He didn’t know anything about Cloudhawk or how strong he really was. He wouldn’t have had so many misgivings if the old man from before were here to assure him. But this man? He couldn’t tell how old he was, but if he had to hazard a guess, this stranger was young.

As for the news that he killed three orebiters on his own? While it was a feat only the strong could manage, it wasn’t truly awe-inspiring by itself. This invitation meant Red Scorpion was prepared and had home-field advantage. It would be a mistake to underestimate him or to pin all their hopes on this outsider.

“Very well, thank you, Master Cloudhawk. I would like to see what this dog is up to.” Sand Viper then turned to his son. “Call Rhino.”

As the name suggested, Rhino was not just another wastelander. He was easily three meters tall and was built like his namesake with thick skin and bulging muscles.

He reminded Cloudhawk of a mutant he met in the southern wastes many years ago. One of Abaddon’s lieutenants – Longhorn was his name, second after the freak in black but easily the strongest. He remembered how the mutant had managed to seriously wound the Bloodsoaked Queen with one of his punches.

Rhino here seemed at least as strong, probably stronger. He was most likely among the best Sandspire could muster in a fight.

He was a violent man who was willing to do whatever was needed to get ahead. It was that explosive violence that gave him the edge against even established warriors, making him savage and unpredictable.

In order to ensure his own safety, Sand Viper had promised Rhino a lot to win his loyalty. This fact did not exactly show a great deal of confidence in Cloudhawk. However, he didn’t give it too much thought for the time being.
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The day of the meeting arrived. Sand Viper and several hundred men filed out of Sandspire and into the ruins.

Red Scorpion was waiting. He was a short but fierce-looking older fellow who was flanked by a hundred or so hideous-looking mutants. These were the best fighters Red Scorpion had gathered through his years of exile. The hands of all of them were stained with the blood of countless victims, and their presence immediately made the atmosphere heavy and foreboding.

Sand Viper was the first to speak. “Red Scorpion, you came a long way to Sandspire and called me out for no reason.”

“Heh heh.” The man shook when he laughed as though he had some sort of tick, but there was nothing weak about him. Rather, he was like a bowstring, taut and twitching, ready to fire. “Heard Sandspire’s suffered a few setbacks. Heavy losses. Whatever happened, the place is still home to me. Can’t forget where we come from, aye? So when I heard Sandspire’s hurtin’, I brought my men to offer our services.”

Sand Viper was careful to keep his voice level. “That’s kind of you, Boss. But the city is safe and calm. Your generosity isn’t needed.”

“You think you can protect Sandspire with this group of shitfucks?” Red Scorpion glared at the men Sand Viper had brought with him. “I hear you already sold us out to Greenland.”

A dark expression came over the governor’s face. “I am the leader of Sandspire City. What does it matter to you what decisions I make?”

“Leader of Sandspire City?” The older man’s face twisted into something more savage. “If it wasn’t for my brother, the Three-Eyed Spider, do you think Sandspire would be in the hands of trash like you?”

Cloudhawk sucked in a breath. Red Scorpion was the brother of the Dark Atom’s former scientific leader?

No wonder… if there was one thing Three-Eyed Spider excelled at, it was engineering. That’s how a monstrosity like Raven and those mech soldiers came into being. Three years ago, he was a big part of the Dark Atom, but before that, he must have learned his trade here. It would make sense to reach out to the Dark Atom for more knowledge when you exhausted what you could find in Sandspire. Meanwhile, Red Scorpion stayed behind with aspirations of leading the place. He succeeded, only to be cast out later when a more powerful force came and wrested the city from him.

“I’m not here to play games! In the wastelands, strength decides all things!” Red Scorpion’s face was as dark as a thunderhead. “So, you got the balls to pit your guys against mine?”


23 / Who Else Wants Some?


Red Scorpion almost lazily waved a hand.

A maneater mutant1, easily three meters tall, lumbered to the fore. Standing beside more average humans, he looked like a giant. His body was covered in a patchwork of solid, mismatched armor that made him look like a tin can. In his left hand, he carried an enormous shield, and in his right was a war hammer. He looked like an army in and of himself.

Moving around in the wilderness with hefty equipment like that was no easy feat! A mere glance would let one see that this was one hell of a tough maneater – strong enough to be a leader of his own sweeper group.

Sand Viper had known this was Red Scorpion’s play. He sized up the maneater, comparing its strength to his own before turning respectfully to Cloudhawk and Rhino. “Do you have this under control?”

A few years ago, Cloudhawk’s first instinct against a creature like this would be to run, but things were very different now. Brute force didn’t intimidate him like it used to.

There was no denying the creature was tough, but it was at best comparable to an Elysian unit commander. At full strength, Cloudhawk could tangle with the likes of Aegir Polaris or Cosmo Thane. He didn’t have to worry about this clanking mountain of meat.

“Shit, I thought you said they were dangerous!” Cloudhawk turned towards the gruff voice. Rhino strode forward with a mad look in his eye, glaring at the opposition. Finally, he returned his gaze to Cloudhawk. “Step aside, little man. Get in the way and I’ll tear you apart with the rest of this garbage!”

Rhino was the undisputed apex warrior of Sandspire. He had the strength to match some of Skycloud’s generals, with swagger to match. Cloudhawk’s presence was pointless. Rhino was the only fist Sand Viper needed.

Who the hell was this runt, anyway? He didn’t look like much, and no one had heard of him. It was an insult to stand shoulder-to-shoulder with the punk!

However, Sand Viper’s expression stiffened. While he also doubted the stranger’s abilities, he’d been sent here by that old man. It stood to logic that the mysterious and powerful elder from Greenland would send someone to watch over their new investment in Sandspire.

Whoever this Cloudhawk was, he probably didn’t have the same status or strength as the old man, but he was a representative sent by their new masters. Offending him meant repercussions from Greenland City.

However, it didn’t appear that Cloudhawk was upset by Rhino’s bluster. In fact, he obediently stepped to the side. It was a gesture everyone took note of and was one that demeaned his worth in their eyes. Strength was what wastelanders respected. Out here, in this inhospitable place, they saw the world as though they were wild animals. Animals built their hierarchies around power. If you weren’t fierce enough, or strong enough, then you didn’t deserve respect.

Cloudhawk, in turn, didn’t give a shit what they thought. In truth, he’d already recognized the state of things. The maneater was a cover – strong, sure, but no match for Rhino. It was a way for Red Scorpion to feel out what Sand Viper was made of.

Sending out one of his strongest for a token fight was exactly what Red Scorpion wanted.

“Bring it!” Unarmed, Rhino called out to his foe tauntingly.

Maneaters weren’t known for their intellect, but this one had some brains. He answered the haughty man with a roar, then charged at him like a tank.

The two enormous bodies slammed into each other, like dual freight trains meeting on the same track. Their impact echoed through the ruins.

Both men were knocked backward. Rhino staggered back but kept his footing.

The maneater staggered and nearly fell. Each step backward caused the ground to shake and left small craters behind. When he finally regained his footing, he looked back at Rhino, who was waving mockingly at him. The mutant couldn’t tolerate such disrespect! His eyes went red and, lifting his hammer high, brought it crashing down towards Rhino.

Sandspire’s champion slammed his fist into the weapon.

CRACK!

The hammer split to pieces in the maneater’s grip. He staggered backward again from the impact.

Rhino was not interested in wasting time, so with no more theatrics, he charged in. The maneater responded by bringing his shield up to block a punch from the mighty human. Fist on iron rang out like someone had struck a bell. Rhino’s blow punched right through the metal.

Then, it went through the arm that held it… and kept going. Rhino’s fist pierced the maneater’s armor like a nail, right into the center of his chest. With a vice-like grip, he clenched his fingers around the mutant’s heart and started to pull.

Gouts of blood sprayed out onto the sand.

A shrill, shocked wail gurgled from the maneater’s throat. In the next instant, the massive figure tumbled backward like a landslide.

From the edge of the fight, Cloudhawk nodded slightly. He’d guessed right – Rhino was about as strong as a typical Elysian general. But they were martial artists, whereas Rhino was working with pure force granted by evolution.

He was crude and arrogant, but he had the strength to show for it. A powerful mutant like him who learned Elysian fighting techniques could easily be as strong as someone like Drake or Brontes.

“Who else wants to die?!”

With a wide, bloodthirsty grin, Rhino shouted his gibes.

Sand Viper looked at his champion in satisfaction. He certainly earned his reputation as Sandspire’s strongest fighter. He raised his voice towards the enemy forces. “If that’s the best you’ve brought, what makes you think you can protect Sandspire? Stop throwing away your men. Disperse. Let them go back to their families and grow old.”

“Not bad, not bad!” Red Scorpion answered with a sinister grin. “Honestly, I didn’t think garbage like you could manage against a half-decent fighter. But that doesn’t mean you have the right to talk shit.”

Another figure stepped forth from among the sweepers. He looked normal enough, but in a single bound, the new threat leaped several dozen meters overhead, then landed nimbly before them. Everyone could see his robust form devoid of mutations. His chosen weapon was a halberd.

“Let’s see how you do against my friend from the south,” Red Scorpion said with a smile. “Have fun!”

What? The south!

The words caused Sand Viper’s expression to fall.

Cloudhawk’s eyes immediately fixed on the fighter. The halberd was a relic – he’d heard it when they first met Red Scorpion. He’d been waiting for the demon hunter to reveal himself, and now here he was.

Demon hunter wasn’t the right word for these sorts though. Fallen hunters, maybe, or like Wolfblade and Inkspecter, godslayers. After all, they didn’t have faith in the gods like Elysians did. That’s not where they got their power.

Rhino was ignorant of the danger he was in. “Another one eager to stop breathing!”

He charged forward without a second thought.

The corner of the godslayer’s mouth ticked up in a smirk. With both hands, he swept his halberd at the hulking man, and as he did, its surface gleamed. A gash of black energy intertwined with electric sparks blast outward. Rhino’s eyes went wide, but instinct kicked in, and he juked to the side. The stream of energy blasted into a metal tower behind him, causing it to explode into shrapnel.

Shock was painted on Sand Viper’s face. The stranger was indeed from the south!

Rhino realized he might have bitten off more than he could chew. As he started to back away, the godslayer launched his second attack. Another piercing ray of black and blue appeared, this time ripping through sturdy flesh and leaving a smoldering cavity where it passed. Rhino was flung into the ruins like discarded trash.

“How could such a stupid insect understand true power?” The godslayer cast these words towards a sea of shocked wastelander faces.

Sand Viper felt his heart sink into his stomach. He hadn’t thought Red Scorpion would have the backing of the mysterious powers from the south. If that was the case, he had no way to fight back. He swallowed hard and called across the field, “Perhaps we can talk about shared governance.”

“Shared governance? Talk? Hah! Why the fuck do you think I’m here? I’m going to make you suffer a hundred times the disgrace I had to bear!”

Satisfaction swelled inside Red Scorpion, the kind that only came with vengeance. How disgraceful had it been when they showed him the door? Ten years. Now, he was back to take what he deserved.

This time, it would be different. With a fighter from the south, his position would be more stable than it had ever been. Everything they took from him, he would claw back and then some. As for this asshole in front of him, what made him think he was ever worthy to rule over Sandspire? He would die for that sin alone.

“Now, everyone, listen up.” Red Scorpion raised his voice, addressing the others. “Everyone except Sand Viper has the option of surrendering to me right now. Do that and you live. Otherwise, you’ll die with your governor right here, right now.”

The godslayer slowly lifted his halberd towards Sand Viper. It gathered more electric black power. No quarter would be given.

Sand Viper couldn’t protect himself from this power. He felt hopelessness wash over him. But as he shrank into himself, a figure almost leisurely stepped between the governor and the godslayer.

“Hmph! Another who wants to die! So be it. You’ll both be blown to pieces!”

The godslayer was furious at the gall of this stranger and threw more power into his relic. He would make good on his promise and reduce both these fools to paste.

The stream of power that belched from his halberd was spectacular. Yet, the man who faced him did not move, did not cower, did not flinch. He merely lifted his left hand to show the gauntlet encasing it.

Black and electric blue struck the armor, but the explosion everyone was bracing for never came. In fact, there was no reaction at all. Black electric fire danced around Cloudhawk’s gauntlet and then was swallowed up.

He cast his hand out, and the same deadly energy was flung back towards where it came from.

The godslayer and Red Scorpion both leaped out of harm’s way. Sadly, a number of sweepers were not fast enough and were blown to pieces.

He’s an Elysian demon hunter! It was the godslayer’s turn to be shocked. He hadn’t thought a place as small and insignificant as Sandspire would house a demon hunter! And one with some skill at that. He crouched low, then sprang into the air, rising high over Cloudhawk’s head like an ominous wind. With his halberd crackling with energy, he came dashing down weapon-first.

Cloudhawk reached out with his left hand. A deluge of power erupted from his palm!

The halberd burst into pieces.

A streak of silver then appeared in Cloudhawk’s right hand, sweeping towards his enemy and then disappearing just as fast. Cloudhawk finished with a swift kick at the godslayer’s tumbling form. The blow launched him back into the frightened masses around Red Scorpion.

The godslayer, who a moment before seemed so powerful that none could stand before him, now lay in the dirt with a shocked expression on his face. A small, almost insignificant gash had appeared between his eyes, with one to match on the back of his head – like something had run right through his skull.

Cloudhawk slowly looked over the sweepers. When he spoke, his voice was calm, almost welcoming.

“Who else wants some?”



1 We haven’t seen these badasses in a long time. Wonder how Cloudhawk will handle them now.

24 / Specter of the South


Everyone was stunned by the sudden and unexpected turn of events.

Before today, average wastelanders saw mutants like Rhino as the peak killers of the wastes! He’d been nearly superhuman, with skin like iron and fists of steel. Anywhere he went, Rhino would be at the top of the food chain.

What did they learn just now? Red Scorpion’s godslayer could take out a man like Rhino in only a few moves. The sort of power the godslayer called went beyond what these simple folk could grasp. A powerhouse qualified to do as he pleased anywhere in the wastes. And yet… this stranger with Sand Viper, who looked hardly strong enough to lift a sword, killed the godslayer with hardly any effort at all.

Was he even human? With that sort of capability, what was he doing playing second fiddle to Sandspire’s Governor?

In truth, it was Sand Viper who was most shocked of all. He was very familiar with how strong the godslayer had been. While perhaps not as strong as a veteran demon hunter, he was certainly comparable to a typical Elysian demon hunter. When it was revealed that Red Scorpion had a man like that with him, the governor was sure his people would be eliminated. The outlaw’s dreams were within his grasp and would become reality once Sand Viper was murdered. But now that dream had been snatched out of reach.

Cloudhawk stepped forward with a placid expression on his face.

Red Scorpion and the others took a nervous step backward.

They were afraid. How could they not be? Even the savage sweepers weren’t mad enough to fight a man like him. This almost frail-looking stranger commanded a power wastelanders couldn’t even comprehend. His presence firmly took control of the situation away from them.

“That’s all you brought...”

Red Scorpion’s face was a mask of rage and fear. “You… you stare all you want! I’ll tell my master what I saw here. Next time you and everyone else will die! Sandspire will be razed to the ground!”

They were just words, the final taunts of a man who knew there was nothing left to do. Red Scorpion didn’t expect to get away, not from a man like this. But when Cloudhawk gave his response, the words surprised him.

“Alright, I’ll let you go – I want to see what sort of power is hiding behind you.”

Everyone gaped at him. What?! Let him go? What a stupid thing to do! Everyone – even Red Scorpion himself – couldn’t believe their ears.

“Make sure you also tell whoever is pulling your strings that the troublemakers they sent to Greenland have also been dealt with. Our accounts have yet to be settled. Tell whoever they are to remember. Remember that from now on, Sandspire is part of Greenland territory. And if any of you are seen around here again, I will personally make sure you never have the chance to leave again.”

Sand Viper’s face was as white as a sheet. Cloudhawk was dragging his city into the mire with him. It was a bold-faced provocation of the southern powers!

“Change is coming. Let’s see how long you last.”

Red Scorpion spat the threat, glaring daggers at Cloudhawk. Its impact was lessened when he fled with his people in disgrace.

Sand Viper and his people watched them go. The governor was displeased with the result. Why not just kill the man?

“He’s a small fish. We can’t learn anything even if we grabbed and tortured him. Killing him wouldn’t make a difference either. “Cloudhawk explained his reasoning, then continued after a brief pause, “So better to give him some use. Make him bait. Maybe we can snag a bigger fish.”

“But-”

“You disagree.”

Sand Viper looked at Cloudhawk’s bandaged face. While his own expression remained calm, he was inwardly stricken with fear. If Cloudhawk wanted to kill him, no one would be able to stand in his way.

“I – I wouldn’t dare. I don’t even know what your role in Greenland is.”

“That’s on me. I failed to mention it. I am its governor.”

Governor? This unassuming, humble-looking man was Greenland’s governor? His doubts were allayed when they returned to Sandspire and found the old man from before. In addition, he’d brought with him a beautiful and erudite woman.

The old man he had personal experience with, but the woman was also well-known. Hellflower was a famous wandering Seeker in the south.

She’d stayed in Sandspire for a while about ten years ago. In a short period of time, she established herself as one of their preeminent scientists. He was surprised to learn that she now spent her days in Greenland City. Judging by the way the old man and Hellflower treated Cloudhawk, his claim of being the city’s governor was proven true.

This did not put Sand Viper’s mind at ease. Whether it was Cloudhawk, Hellflower, or the old man, none of them were to be discounted. Their presence in the south did not portend smooth days ahead. Highlighting that was the increase in representatives sent by the mysterious powers to the south.

Why were the barren, isolated southern wilds suddenly the focus of these people? Sand Viper couldn’t even begin to guess what tragedies loomed on the horizon, but one thing was for certain. Red Scorpion was right – things were changing.

The old drunk piped up with great interest after Cloudhawk explained the situation. “What sort of place are we dealing with down there? I don’t even know. Skycloud has no intelligence on the area.”

Cloudhawk turned his attention to Hellflower. “What do you think?”

“Hey, I’m just a scientist.” She rolled her eyes at him. “I ran with Wolfblade and Abaddon, but their secrets are their own.”

“Is that so?” Cloudhawk was ever more suspicious of Hellflower’s words.

“So you just let the little minnow swim away.” The old man wasn’t terribly pleased with the decision. “Are you sure he’ll be back? What’s to say they won’t be more cautious now that they know you’re here?”

“If they don’t come, what’s stopping us from finding them ourselves?”

Cloudhawk’s lips curled into a cunning grin. He wasn’t an idiot. With everything happening on the ground, no one had bothered to look up. If they had, Red Scorpion might have noticed the pudgy yellow bird trailing them.

Cloudhawk was sure the first thing Red Scorpion would do was to report to his handlers, so it was just a matter of following the vine to get to the melon. Once Red Scorpion led them to whoever pulled the strings, more would be revealed.

His two companions suddenly understood.
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Skycloud City. Within the gardens of the Governor’s mansion.

A rotund military officer was perched in a pavilion, looking nervous. Beads of sweat dripped down his face as he stared with beady eyes at the chessboard before him. His breath was ragged, like he was struggling to breathe.

Finally, he released his breath in a heaving sigh and dropped his piece.

Lost again. There were no more moves to make. He looked apologetically at Skycloud’s strongest denizen, seated across from him.

“You’ve improved significantly and in a short period of time. I made the right choice with you.”

Arcturus looked at Hammont, who looked back with him with reverence and awe. He was entirely taken in by the governor’s strength and wisdom. At last, he understood how even a man as arrogant as Frost de Winter would bow before the Master Demon Hunter. By any measure, Arcturus Cloude was the peak of human capability.

They were joined by a heroic figure who strode their way. Frost appeared as though Hammont’s thoughts had summoned him. The fat officer clambered to his feet and gave a respectful bow. It was earned – Frost was one of the most important figures in all the realm!

He had been elevated to the post of Commander General of the entire army and was the one Governor Arcturus thought most highly of. He was strong, capable, and intelligent. Even if he did not one day rise to the position of governor, Frost was destined to be a pillar of their domain.

The general addressed his governor, “Everything is prepared.”

“Good.” Arcturus rose from the table. “Things have calmed in the north, but I sense a dark influence gathering in the south. Make sure our forces are positioned down there and prepare them for the coming conflict.”

No large organization had ever appeared from the southern wilds. While there was the odd city, none had the manpower or influence of the northern groups. So why focus the efforts of their armies down there?

“The Dark Atom only has the capacity to rise from time to time and cause problems. They are insignificant, not enough to threaten our home. The real danger has yet to reveal itself but gathers strength in the shadows. Yet, I can feel them stirring.”

Arcturus folded his hands behind his back and looked out over the manmade pond in the center of the garden.

“Do not underestimate the southern wilds. The calm on its surface conceals a deadly undertow. The ripples are only just starting to show.”

How was this possible? It was hard to imagine!

“A thousand years have passed since the Great War between the gods and the demons. You cannot discount the power time brings. Humanity has grown – both here and in the wastelands. If you compare the north to the south, we stand on a precipice we’ve never faced before. Our true test will come from the south. The foulest tempest brews in those mysterious highlands.”

Shock and anxiety met his heavy words. It was no wonder Arcturus took over the army himself, for an ordinary man like Skye Polaris could never understand the deep shadows lurking beneath Skycloud’s brilliance.

Hammont was confused. “If the south has gathered enough power to be a threat, why are we just dealing with them now? Their opportunity to strike would have been while we were preoccupied with the Crimson One.”

Indeed, why hadn’t they acted yet if they had the power to? Why was now the time? Would it not have been to their advantage to attack at the same time as the north?

“I’ve told you more than once. If you want to be an effective leader, you must take the long view. You must look beyond the comparisons between one group and another. War is not as simple as you imagine, just like the chess game we play. What determines the outcome of a battle is not the pieces we play. Often, it is the power of the one who places them.”

Frost understood. His master was talking about the Cloud God.

The south had lain dormant for so long because Skycloud enjoyed the Cloud God’s protection. Now that their patron was slumbering and could not wake, their realm had lost its connection to Sumeru. Were something to happen to their home, the gods would be none the wiser.

Now was the perfect time to release dark and sinister forces unto the world. But what was hiding down there in the southern wilds? Was it Gehenna, the legendary demonic force?

Arcturus continued, “You must begin deployment at once. The full power of the Cloude family will join you. Remember, every action you take is in defense of our home. You are the shield that guards two million citizens and the future of our species.”

Hammont’s face flushed with purpose. He snapped into a bow. “This humble soldier will stop at nothing!”


25 / The Wendigo King


Red Scorpion slunk away from Sandspire, defeated. He had to tell his master about the mysterious demon hunter as soon as possible.

He dared not waste a single minute, so he boarded a small aircraft and headed off to the uncharted areas to the south where he usually made contact with his handlers. Two days and two nights he traveled before he arrived.

From the outside, this mountain looked like any other mountain in the wastelands. However, its interior was veined with rivers of fresh water. One distinct feature was how it looked, like a wolf’s head nestled in the jagged terrain. Its open maw was the entrance to a system of caves they called the Wolf’s Den.

The Wolf’s Den was like a world all its own. Red Scorpion took two mutants and entered, and as they walked deeper inside, their path was lined with gleaming lights. These lights were the hungry green eyes of mutant animals that watched their progress.

From the darkness, an enormous mouse skittered out to waddle beside Red Scorpion. In contrast to its smaller cousins, this one walked on two legs. It was about a hundred and seventy centimeters tall, and its body was covered in smooth gray hair that looked as tough as steel. More surprising still was the fact this mutant rat was actually wearing armor. Red Scorpion could see the spark of intelligence in its beady eyes.

It wasn’t his first time encountering creatures like this. He’d learned to hide his surprise each time such a strange scene presented itself. Animals were getting smart, even building their own armies. Not for the first time, Red Scorpion wondered if he was going crazy or if it was the whole world that had gone mad.

This strange group of creatures had come here at the behest of their master four years ago, seeking shelter. Since then, their numbers had grown considerably. Because of their natural advantages, they made the perfect pioneers to set up a base in the inhospitable mountain ranges of the far south.

They gave Red Scorpion goosebumps. “Where’s the Wendigo King? I have important news to share!”

His breath caught in his chest as a press of hyper-intelligent animals closed in all around him. They sniffed the air around Red Scorpion and the two men he’d brought.

One of them, which seemed hardly more than a pup, opened its wolf-like maw and tried to nibble on one mutant’s feet. While the mutant was trying to stomach these strange creatures, the perceived threat caused him to lose patience. He kicked the tiny wolf away.

Red Scorpion blanched. “Idiot! What are you doing?!”

Suddenly, the cave filled with angry growls. All sorts of creatures, whatever their species, suddenly took on aggressive postures. Red Scorpion could feel the mortal threat wash over him.

A light emerged from deep within the cavern. It was a pair of burning eyes that were difficult to look at directly. It took only an instant for the owner of those eyes to appear before them.

A pair of scarlet claws ripped through the mutant’s chest and burst out from his back.

Like a scene from some horrid nightmare, they watched as the mutant shriveled away into a husk of his former self. It was like watching all the blood and other fluid in him being sucked away in an instant. When he was nothing more than a dried corpse, the mutant’s assailant flung the body away like garbage. The rest of the beasts pounced on him and tore what remained to pieces.

“Control your mongrels,” a hoarse, authoritative voice growled at Red Scorpion, “or you will suffer the same fate.”

Red Scorpion felt cold sweat trickle down his neck. The power difference between him and this creature was like that between a pond and an ocean.

Four years ago, these beasts were a typical group, formidable but not terrifying. Yet, after joining the Master, this beast in particular became immensely more powerful. It was no wonder the Master thought so highly of him and made him their vanguard.

Red Scorpion responded with a mixture of jealousy and fear. “Wendigo King, I’m here to report about a demon hunter appearing in the southern wilds. We must alert the Master right away.”

“A demon hunter.” Nothing changed on the monster’s face. “They were bound to learn about us sooner or later. One or two is no problem.”

Red Scorpion pressed him. “I believe Skycloud had sent the demon hunter to take over Greenland City. He says the scouting party you sent a few days ago has already been slain. You don’t think this is a problem we need to report?”

The Wendigo King was silent for a few moments. “The demon hunter you speak of is already here.”

Red Scorpion was frozen solid but recovered after a second. “What do you mean?”

The Wendigo King’s pupils contracted to two dark spots and flashed green like two burning embers. His coat of silver hairs bristled and then burst through the cavern faster than the speed of sound. His powerful claws swiped with murderous intent, leaving gashes in the cavern’s wall.

The Wendigo King glared at something unseen. “Where did you go!?”

Clang!

The sound of metal ringing against something pierced their ears. The whole cave shook violently!

Scarlet claws groped as the Wendigo King struck again. They were deadly weapons that could rip through iron like paper, even shatter relics. But what he swiped at now was sturdier than his claws could handle. It was rare for the Wendigo King’s fury to be deflected.

It was a gauntlet, dented and scratched from eons of use. Although it looked to be in poor repair, it’d stopped his claws without issue.

A figure slowly appeared from nothing. The gray cloak that covered him flapped in the gentle breeze. What they could see of his form was wiry and wrapped from head to toe in dirty bandages. Beyond that, little could be discerned.

Red Scorpion felt like he was about to retch. “You! You followed-”

He recognized immediately that he’d led this stranger right to his master’s vanguard. It was such a simple trick.

Cloudhawk had tracked Red Scorpion here. What he had not anticipated was that this mutant would be able to detect him when he arrived, even when he was invisible.

The blow from his claws had made his arm numb.

Luckily, the gauntlet he’d found in the alien temple once belonged to a god. Its name was etched in writing across the inner surface - “divine gauntlets of turning.” With a name like that, it was certainly intended to be an important tool. It possessed several abilities, the foremost of which was the ability to deflect any attack. It was a defensive relic by nature.

After resonating with the gauntlets, Cloudhawk could deflect all manner of energy cast his way. How strong its defensive abilities were depended on his own mental fortitude. A godslayer like the one Red Scorpion had by his side had no hope of harming Cloudhawk.

Although Cloudhawk was still recovering, he was not the sort of man who could be easily put down. With the help of this gauntlet, he could protect himself from almost anything.

Besides deflection, the gauntlet was also highly defensive. Physical blows were just as ineffective as energetic ones. However, that didn’t take away from the sheer power Cloudhawk felt from this Wendigo King. The sudden attack had knocked him back several steps, and pain was starting to creep up his arm. That was one hell of an attack.

The beast was just as surprised that its prey had survived the onslaught. “You have some gall, walking into the Wolf’s Den!”

Howls and hisses from the myriad mutant creatures answered his words. Cloudhawk looked around, acutely aware that he’d just stumbled into a hornet’s nest.

The half-man, half-wolf Wendigo King lashed out again with its crimson claws. Faster than the eye could follow, he reached for Cloudhawk with enough force to shatter bone.

However, Cloudhawk liked his bones as they were, so he turned and raised his arm to block the strike. Scarlet claws raked against cold iron.

Eyes that burned with nightmarish green light were fixed on Cloudhawk, like those of a hungry animal eyeing its next meal. “Don’t think you’ll be leaving here alive.”

As if on cue, the host of mutant creatures jumped into action. Even a Master Demon Hunter would be rethinking their exit plan in a situation like this, much less a wounded Cloudhawk. Yet, he just shrugged and spoke in a level tone. “Oh yeah?”

He took advantage of the Wendigo King’s taunts to reach out and grab him by the armor. The air around them warped in an unsettling manner. Then, just as the sea of creatures crested around them, the two figures vanished completely from the cave.

“Where?!”

Red Scorpion, wide-eyed and baffled, stared at the space they’d been. He couldn’t grasp what he’d seen. How could two people simply disappear?

The remaining monsters started to panic. The Wendigo King was their leader. He was taken from right under their noses without so much as a scent to follow. He was stolen by some dark power, and that meant he would be difficult to find.

“Aooo! Aaaaoo-aaaoooo!”

Howls arose, ringing off the cavern walls. Beasts scattered in all directions.

Meanwhile, Cloudhawk and the Wendigo King blinked into existence outside of the cavern. The wolf-like mutant was taken aback by this strange power, but that didn’t stop him from launching into another series of attacks. The two, now alone in the mountains, traded several blows. Cloudhawk struck out with streak after streak of silver light, but the Wendigo King knocked them away with his claws. As they chased one another across the broken terrain, fissures and landslides marked wherever they passed.

As they continued their struggle, Cloudhawk was suddenly wracked with a terrible pain.

It was a brief moment, but one the Wendigo King capitalized on. He landed a well-placed kick against Cloudhawk’s chest and sent him to the ground.

Cloudhawk instinctively blinked away a hundred meters.

It was obvious to the Wendigo King that this demon hunter was powerful yet somehow constrained. The longer this fight went on, the more it moved in his favor. This was good, for otherwise, the mutant wasn’t sure he could defeat the human.

Was he wounded? So much the better! He charged at Cloudhawk, ready to finish the fight.

Cloudhawk couldn’t keep up the fight for long. As the Wendigo King came bearing down on him, he shouted at the top of his lungs, “Hey drunk, are you just gonna wait for him to carve me up?!”

The call ran through the Wendigo King’s body like a shock. Was this an ambush?

His answer came in the form of a shadow from overhead. The figure descended on him with incredible speed and struck with a simple-looking blade. It was the weapon Cloudhawk had brought back and gifted to the old drunk, Sunstroke.

The Wendigo King was forced to lunge to the side. A gentle light like the first rays of dawn swept across the ground and, much to the mutant’s shock, left behind a twenty-meter-long gash in the earth.

Judging by what he saw, this new threat was no less powerful than himself. What’s more, he could sense that the sword was just a secondary tool.

Things were not looking good.

The Wendigo King dropped to all fours and moved to flee.

However, the old man appeared before him, sword raised. With one swing, he sent the mutant sprawling. In a single blow, the Wendigo King was thrown to the ground gravely wounded.

Only then did the old drunk look towards Cloudhawk. “This one’s their ringleader?”

“It looks like the big boss isn’t here. Still, this one seems a lot more important than Red Scorpion. Let’s take him alive. Maybe there’s a chance we can dangle this one to get the big boss’s attention.” Cloudhawk stopped when he heard the cries coming from the Wolf’s Den. What strange creatures… there was something about them… but Cloudhawk pushed the thought aside. Now wasn’t the time. “Let’s go!”

The old drunk lifted the wounded Wendigo King, and together, the two figures fled the mountain range.


26 / Siege of Ten Thousand Beasts


Hellflower sat in the small, Sandspire-built biplane idly kicking her legs and fiddling with her pistols. Her eyes snapped towards Cloudhawk and the old man as they approached. The drunk was carrying a humanoid shape slung over one shoulder.

Cloudhawk waved his hand at her. “Let’s go!”

Hellflower saw what it was they were carrying when they got close enough, and it froze her in place. Cloudhawk, however, was in a hurry. “What the fuck are you gaping at? We’ve got enemies on our ass!”

Hellflower recognized the Wendigo King – how could she not? It was one of the genetically modified mutants she’d helped create.

It was the result of the program she pioneered at Blackwater Base, which she reproduced for the Dark Atom when she moved house. There was no mistaking her own work, and what’s more, this one in particular was a specimen she knew well.

“Is that Hyena? Heh, it’s been a while!”

Indeed, this half-man half-wolf creature was known by a different name years ago. While he had changed significantly since that time, Hellflower still recognized him. They spent years together in Blackwater Base and helped Roste create this monster.

“I thought you looked familiar. This fuckin’ guy.”

“You are… Cloudhawk?”

Only after their pitched battle did the two finally realize who they were fighting. Now that he knew what was up, Wolf’s Den and that whole deal made more sense to Cloudhawk. Only Hyena was a hell of a lot bigger and stronger than he used to be. Not only was he covered in muscle, but his wolf-form coat was also was snow-white.

But most importantly, he was using a relic. Those scarlet claws were a godslayer weapon and undoubtedly a pretty worthy one at that. Were it not for the blessings granted to him by Castigation Fire, Cloudhawk would have found it hard to beat the shapeshifter. How did he get so strong after only a few years? It was like he was a completely different person.

Similarly, the Wendigo King had not recognized Cloudhawk at first, either. After all, Cloudhawk was nothing like he used to be, and their encounter was brief and filled with adrenaline. While the Wendigo King had recognized Cloudhawk’s smell, he hadn’t placed it until just now.

He’d been carried for what felt like ages. He now knew by whom.

The old drunk was out of the loop and sought clarification. “He’s a friend of yours? Is this some sort of misunderstanding? You young people – can we know what we’re getting into before we start throwing punches next time? I’m too old to be dealing with this shit.”

“Forget it. We’ll talk when we get back to the city.”

This act was done. Talking about it now was a waste of breath. Sure, Cloudhawk knew Hyena, but they weren’t friends. At any rate, a lot of time had passed. Cloudhawk didn’t know anything about the Wendigo King, his loyalties, or his purpose.

The beast struggled against his bonds to no avail. He was badly wounded, and the old drunk held him fast. With just the one hand, he could hold down the shapeshifter with a thousand pounds of force. To the Wendigo King, it felt like it was being crushed under a mountain.

Obviously, this wretched-looking geezer was a rare sort of talent. What was a man like him doing with Hellflower and Cloudhawk?

“Sit tight, we’re on the move!” Hellflower started the engine, and their small aircraft took to the sky. Plumes of dark smoke were belched from its sides as they dashed into the distance. As she piloted, Hellflower sought more information. “So what happened? We were after Red Scorpion’s boss, right? And we come back with an old pal?”

“I’m just as lost as you are. But it doesn’t matter. This guy is definitely important to the southern group. At least he’s higher up than Red Scorpion. I’m thinking he’s at least important enough to get the attention of his bosses. We’ll figure it out at Sandspire.”

“I advise you to stop this foolishness.” The Wendigo King’s voice was guttural and fierce. “Do you think you can stop who I serve? Just you? It’s suicide to even consider it.”

Cloudhawk wasn’t eager to fight with a power he knew nothing about. But the decision was out of his hands. It was their choice to send spies to Greenland City and to try and install Red Scorpion as Sandspire’s governor. The two sides had already reached a point where talk was useless.

If that was the case, better to act first and act decisively.

By taking the Wendigo King, Cloudhawk figured he might’ve just pissed off the south enough to start a fight, but at least they’d know what they were up against. That was much better than constantly looking over their shoulders, never knowing what to expect.

“Did I ask for your fuckin’ opinion?” Cloudhawk glanced at the old man. He got the hint and gagged the Wendigo King. “We knew each other a long time ago. We’ll have plenty of time to catch up when we get back.”

Hellflower flew them back to Sandspire at top speed. Once back on the ground and safely tucked away, Cloudhawk began his interrogation.

It quickly became clear that while Cloudhawk hoped to learn something from the shapeshifter, the Wendigo King was frustratingly tightlipped. Nothing they tried motivated him to share what he knew.

A whole lot had happened to the Wendigo King over the years. Strength like he had didn’t appear out of thin air. It seemed obvious that someone powerful and knowledgeable was guiding him. Four years was a long time for stuff to happen.

Cloudhawk saw himself as an example. He got where he was today, half through innate talent and half through demonic intervention. That last part was important. He figured the Wendigo King was benefiting from something similar.

He was at an impasse and wasn’t sure how to break through. He’d come to his wit’s end.

“Bad news!” Sand Viper burst in with a report. “There’s a beast wave approaching!”

Raids like this were a common thing in the southern wilds. Cloudhawk was annoyed by the interruption. “What the hell are you so nervous about? Sandspire can’t handle a few mutant animals?”

Sand Viper glowered at the dismissive response. “This isn’t a typical beast wave. It’s best if you see for yourself.”

Cloudhawk relented and went to check on the situation personally.

When they got to the walls, Cloudhawk was greeted with a sea of milling creatures, stretching towards the horizon. There had to be ten thousand or more, all pressing against Sandspire’s gates. It was a nightmarish thing to behold, even in the southern wastelands.

But what was strangest of all was how they were organized.

Several lumbering dunewyrms undulated sickeningly along the front lines. They were flanked on either side by what must have been over a hundred maneaters. Behind that formidable vanguard was a massive pack of wolves, giant lizards, snakes, lions, and so forth stretching into the ruins. Overhead were clouds of predatory birds.

It was so orderly. Like an army.

At the front of each pack were one or more pack leaders. They growled, snarled, and roared orders at their fellows, keeping them in line.

Fuuuuuuck. This is not a beast wave. This is a goddamn invasion. Cloudhawk had never seen anything like it in his life.

As he looked out over the masses, several of the creatures separated from the horde. They called out to him with human words. “Bring the king forth, or your city will run red with blood!”

Defenders along Sandspire’s walls were on the verge of pissing themselves. It was already horrific to see so many savage creatures on their doorstep. Now, among them were half-human hybrids that could even speak. Even for veteran wastelanders who were accustomed to strange creatures, this was unheard of.

Academician Roste had developed two types of genetically modified creatures in Blackwater Base.

The first were powerful wastelands predators who were given intellect. He selected those animals with the most favorable genetic material and hastened the development of their brains. Afterwards, they displayed an incredible increase in intelligence and capacity for learning. Though still animals in shape, they were far smarter than their feral counterparts. These were called wargs.

The second were originally human and were enhanced with animal genetic material. By restructuring their fundamental genetic code, they became something between human and beast. It provided them with the ability to shift between one form and the other, granting them the strength and ferocity of their animal base while retaining most of their human intellect. These were called wendigos.

Both types were on display in the milling horde outside Sandspire.

Their leaders stood at the front. Visually, they didn’t look any different from the wild creatures that were common in the wastes, but their intelligence and ability to communicate with their own kind made them capable leaders.

They reminded Cloudhawk of the Rat King he’d encountered with the Tartarus Mercenaries. Now, the other sort who could speak with them, those were wendigos. They were a fundamentally different species but had enough in common that they made for good allies.

Blackwater Base, the place they came from, was destroyed.

Cloudhawk remembered when Hyena led the animals Roste had experimented on out into the wild. There were only a few hundred of them then. Now, only five years later, there were ten thousand. He counted at least five hundred wendigo as well. They multiplied like a plague, and Cloudhawk worried that what he saw now was just a fraction of their numbers.

Roste’s fears back then were well-founded.

Wargs and wendigo were uniquely adapted to life in the wastelands. The scale of their expansion over half a decade was nothing short of incredible. What about in a hundred years? What about a thousand? What would that mean for humanity?

Letting Hyena go was like opening Pandora’s Box. Cloudhawk was never more aware of that fact than right now.

With their intelligence and ability to communicate with their own kind, they were able to lead packs of even normal mutant animals. They melded seamlessly into the wastes and could call together an army in short order.

Cloudhawk would never have believed it until he saw it with his own eyes. Suddenly, he regretted not listening to the Academician. He simply never understood how fast these monsters would reproduce.

But what to do now? No use crying over spilled milk, the old books said.

“Release our king, or you will all die!”

The wendigo were becoming impatient. Behind them, the myriad creatures shuffled in angry anticipation. However, they made no move to attack and restrained themselves to levying threats. After all, somewhere inside was their king. If these vile humans killed him, it would be a tremendous loss for their kind.

Hellflower peered into the distance at the shocking scene. Her eyes were wide, and she even wiped her goggles to make sure it wasn’t a trick. “Woah, that sure is something. Life… uh... finds a way.”

“The fuck you talking about? We’re the ones who created this mess!” Cloudhawk glared at her, his tone displeased. “This is a disaster of our own making.”

Hellflower remained unmoved. “I wouldn’t say so. Look at it another way: We are responsible for the beginning of a new era. How can we be sure that these intelligent creatures will cause harm rather than good?”

Cloudhawk didn’t know how to respond. Was this horde of snarling monsters not proof enough that her words were bullshit?

“When these beasts were given intelligence, they by definition lost their feral nature. Over time, they will come to rely more on their wits – and that comes with both benefits and weaknesses.” Hellflower waved her hand towards Sand Viper. “Bring the Wendigo King here.”

Sand Viper shot Cloudhawk a glance. He nodded his consent. Cloudhawk was curious where Hellflower was going with this.


27 / The Khan of Evernight


The press of angry creatures milled before the city but did not attack. Such a strange and fantastic scene had never been witnessed by Sandspire’s denizens before. Even the old drunk – a man who cared for little anymore – was stunned by what he saw. He wasn’t sure what to expect.

Ten minutes later…

Four burly men ascended the wall bearing an iron cross. The Wendigo King’s hulking form was strapped to it. The wounds he’d suffered were too grave for him to break free, so there he hung, limp in his half-human, half-beast form. His matted white fur rustled in the hot breeze. Gasping breaths revealed a maw thick with razor-sharp teeth. Dazzling green eyes were half-hidden beneath drooping lids, but even though he was beaten, the air of majesty still clung to him. He looked like a prize lion, captured but not broken.

The angry howls slowly subsided as all eyes turned towards their beleaguered king. Some breathed sighs of relief after discovering that he was still alive. There was still a chance to claw him back.

Hellflower glanced briefly at the horde. She then drew her pistol, pulled back the hammer, pressed it to Hyena’s chest, and pulled the trigger. A gush of blood sprayed out over her face.

The animal horde went mad.

Roars thick with fury were so loud that they shook Sandspire’s gates. The standoff was on the verge of getting out of hand.

As the sea of swiping claws and gnashing teeth reached a fever pitch, Sand Viper and his men nearly fainted from terror. This crazy woman was consigning them to death! If she wanted to throw her own life away, that was fine, but she was dragging them down with her!

Hellflower paid no mind to the frenzied beasts below. With slow, deliberate movements, she raised her gun and placed it against the Wendigo King’s temple.

Silence. Utter stillness as the king’s subjects watched with bated breath. Wargs growled their commands, ordering the angry masses to be still.

Her initial shot had not killed Hyena. A marksman of her rare ability had complete control of where her bullets went, so she made sure the first shot avoided anything important. The damage to the Wendigo King was minimal, but it served to shock the wild hordes below like a bolt of lightning.

Cloudhawk was beginning to see her plan. Wild animals couldn’t be stopped, but these monsters were smart enough to consider consequences. They feared their actions would lead to the death of their king. It was an important distinction from the beasts they once were.

“If you really want your king to live, then you’ll leave at once!” Hellflower pressed the barrel roughly against Hyena’s skull. In her other hand was a loudspeaker she used to call out to the creatures. “Death is what you’re here for, but I’m curious what’s more important – the death of your king or killing all of us?”

“Hellflower!” The Wendigo King growled through gritted teeth, “Pull the trigger, if you think you’ve got the balls.”

After four years, the king knew his subjects well.

Even if their minds had been enhanced and their intelligence improved, they were still nothing like that of a human’s. At best, it gave them the ability to think basic thoughts and know right from wrong. For some, they even learned how to use weapons.

But beasts would always be beasts. Wargs didn’t have the same capacity for thought and logic that humans did. They would never become scientists, mathematicians, or philosophers. Just the process of creating a written language would be a laborious one. Where humans could build themselves a civilization in a hundred years, it would take wargs a thousand.

In short, wargs were undeveloped and inexperienced. Their intelligence was comparable to that of humans in their early teens. They had the ability to reason and the comprehension of a group of honest but immature children. It was a volatile combination when paired with their natural savagery.

The Wendigo King was a major figure in warg society. By visibly putting him in danger, Hellflower stole all the power from the beasts.

A bull-headed wendigo raised his voice. “Release our king!”

“I want you to understand that this is not a negotiation. Don’t waste your breath making demands.” To emphasize her point, Hellflower fired another slug into the Wendigo King’s thigh. She pressed the sizzling muzzle back to his temple. “Anyone else have any thoughts they’d like to share?”

The wargs were frozen in shock, while the wendigo whispered in conference to plan their next move.

Hellflower applied some pressure to the trigger. “You’re really starting to try my patience!”

A palpable anxiety filled the air. The Wendigo King summoned his strength to shout, “Don’t believe her! She won’t pull the trigger. Humans are skilled liars and cheats. Pay her no mind! Attack!”

However, a deadly light took root in Hellflower’s eyes. “Take. One. Step.”

“Don’t hurt our king!” The bull-headed wendigo ground his teeth in fury. “We will leave!”

She’d left them no choice. With their king in their vile grasp, they could do nothing but comply with her demands. Perhaps their master in the south would provide guidance.

Eventually, the horde receded like a tide into the ruins. Defenders along Sandspire’s walls watched in disbelief. Incredible! Thousands of creatures were repelled from their city without a single man killed.

“See? Simple.” Hellflower returned her gun to its holster and smirked at Cloudhawk. “They aren’t animals anymore. They’re people in beastly skin and are even easier to deal with. Animals are animals, so without more intelligent leadership, we don’t need a genius like Wolfblade or Arcturus to handle them. Little ol’ me can manage just as well.”

Cloudhawk was speechless. He wasn’t totally on board with her thought process.

Different species saw things differently. It was true that they gave up some things to gain intelligence, but if there was one thing Cloudhawk was sure of, it was this: never underestimate the potential of life. If these creatures were permitted to spread at the rate they were going, who knew what sort of impact it would have on the world?

The Wendigo King glared daggers at Hellflower. “You better pray I don’t get my hands on you, woman. I’ll make sure you know what brutality really means.”

Hellflower answered with a flippant shrug. “If I were you, I’d be focusing on getting out of here alive.”

Something about her words calmed him. A strange fire danced behind his green eyes, and when he spoke again, it was in a frigid tone. “And if I were you, I’d kill me now. You’ll just be releasing me in a few days.”

“You’re dreaming.” Cloudhawk scowled at Hyena like he was some kind of idiot. “Release you? Might as well just sit back and wait for you to come back with your fuzzy friends if we did that. As far as I can see, you should be settling in to spend the rest of your life here.”

Cloudhawk couldn’t afford to let the Wendigo King go. But he couldn’t kill him either.

He’d underestimated these beasts. What’s more, it looked like Hyena and his crew merely served as the front lines. The real power behind them was still a mystery Cloudhawk didn’t know anything about. He had to be careful.

If things got too out of hand, he could always bring Hyena back to Greenland City. They had enchantments there to protect them. Invaders would have a hard time breaking through.

However, having a backup plan didn’t give them the right to be careless. Cloudhawk ordered Hellflower to make sure Sandspire’s defenses were bolstered. Those beasts had all sorts, and they could attack from the air, from underground, or find other ways to infiltrate the city. If they wanted to, they would find a way in. Once they did, no human would survive.

So be it. Cloudhawk would stay here with Hyena for a few more days and help Sandspire fend off any more creature attacks.

Although the plan seemed passive on Cloudhawk’s part, it was the beast army that grew more anxious every day. They had to suffer an inferior position as they waited for word of their king. Certainly, they were strong enough to tear the human city apart, but to do so would undoubtedly bring ruin down on Hyena.

Every day that passed, the problem only grew. Among the beasts, there were only a handful of really intelligent leaders – maybe one in ten. Most of the horde consisted of wild beasts under the control of those with some level of wisdom. But wild beasts weren’t known for discipline. After a few days going hungry, would they so easily follow commands? It was only a matter of time before the horde tore itself apart.

But just as Cloudhawk’s delaying tactics were about to succeed, the situation changed.

Night fell after another day of anxious waiting. A dark, sleek, egg-shaped ship slowly settled in the sky above Sandspire. Its ominous appearance was quickly noticed, and the city’s denizens trembled in fear.

Many scientists called Sandspire home. Their work here often involved mechanical engineering, so it was a subject they knew well. It was obvious to them right away that this ship was like nothing they’d seen in the wastelands before.

It spoke volumes about wherever place it’d come from.

Ten figures encased in dark armor exited the ship. Each one radiated power and regarded the denizens of Sandspire with callous expressions.

Cloudhawk sensed the relics among them right away. This was a group of godslayers. Based on how they held themselves and the aura they produced, he figured they were as capable as Templars.

Templars were the result of hundreds of years of cultural development in Skycloud. They were the ultimate defensive force of the realm. Judging by the look of these newcomers, they were just as deadly. While they were few in number, Cloudhawk was convinced they could do just as much damage. A unit like this wasn’t put together overnight. The Conclave of Judgment had nothing to rival this.

When they approached, Cloudhawk felt fear take root in his heart. Had the dark hand behind the southern power finally shown itself?

The group of godslayers split, making a path for one figure wholly different from the rest. He was exceptionally tall, muscled, and enveloped in pitch-black full-plate armor. His head was hidden beneath a helmet that fused completely with the rest of the suit. Whatever material his armor was made from was a mystery. It was smooth and glossy, as though he were wearing a black mirror.

His footfalls were heavy, showing the weight of his equipment. The sound of his breathing rasping through the mask was audible even from a distance. All that was visible of the man within was a pair of glowing red eyes that filled everyone they fell on with a sense of dread.

A coal-black cloak was draped over his shoulders and flowed behind him like a living shadow.

Cloudhawk felt his heart begin to race. Every hair on his body was standing on end as an internal voice screamed in his mind: Danger! Danger! This one is major trouble!

But who the hell was he? Cloudhawk was at a loss. He wasn’t even sure whatever hid behind that armor was even human.

At Cloudhawk’s current level of power, there were only a scant handful of beings who could terrify him like this.

Was this one the big fish?

Cloudhawk tried his best to hold the mysterious and dangerous stranger’s gaze. “Who are you?”

The armored man stared back at Cloudhawk through the helmet. A mask within changed his voice, spitting out a discomfiting and digitized facsimile. There was exactly nothing human about it.

“They call me the Khan of Evernight. That is how you may address me.”


28 / The Mysterious Titan


Khan of Evernight? That was quite the title. Cloudhawk was even more convinced his feelings were well-founded.

From the second he laid eyes on the enormous figure, he felt a creeping dread. Whoever or whatever this person was, he was no throwaway wastelander, nor was he an enemy Cloudhawk could handle easily.

Those soldiers on either side of the Khan weren’t the typical sort either. With as much fighting prowess as Templars, the group was like a small army. It was enough of a display to make Cloudhawk’s throat go dry. And that was before he even considered their boss.

He didn’t like getting into a scrap he couldn’t control, so Cloudhawk tried diplomacy. “I don’t care if you’re the king of daylight and sparkles, what are you doing here? Wanna sit down for a cup of tea? If that’s the case, you’re welcome.”

The Khan’s eyes flashed. “You are the one called Cloudhawk?”

Cloudhawk blinked in surprise. He then looked at Hellflower. “Look at me, I’m famous. My name’s gotten all the way to… wherever this guy is from.”

“Infamous more like it,” Hellflower grumbled.

As highbrow as his title was, there was nothing stately about the Khan of Evernight. He turned a deaf ear towards Cloudhawk’s teasing words and pressed on in his mechanical voice. “You have someone that belongs to me. I expect you to release him. Immediately.”

“Ah, so this Wendigo King is your man.” Cloudhawk acted like this news came as a surprise. “Why didn’t you say so? Hyena and I actually go way back, so I guess you can say he’s our man, am I right? He’s a guest of ours though, so I’ll make sure he gets back safely when I’m done playing host.”

“I am here speaking with you as a show of respect. I urge you to comply, for everyone’s sake.”

The Khan’s digital affect was completely devoid of emotion. Cloudhawk was starting to suspect there was nothing alive in that armor and he was bantering with a robot. The Khan spoke like a machine, with flat tones and stilted pronunciation. Everything was said with one volume and one tone, making it impossible to tell anything from his voice.

Cloudhawk narrowed his eyes. “Let’s say I refuse?”

The Khan stepped forward. Although there was nothing threatening about his posture, his sheer presence forced Cloudhawk to take a step back.

Cloudhawk scowled. This asshole is being all mysterious over a simple question? Fine, I can show off too.

He glanced towards the old drunk, who received the silent order with reluctance. “You haven’t learned a thing. Any time you meet a foe you can’t handle, the first thing you do is to trouble me with it.”

However, the old drunk complied, pulling Sunstroke from his belt.

The sword was well-suited for the old man in that they were both nothing special to look at. However, while an ordinary man might’ve missed the true strength Vulkan concealed, the Khan of Evernight could sense it immediately. He pointed at the sword but was otherwise as still as a mountain. “You mean to start a fight.”

“You want to bring that puppy king with you, right?” the old man said with a smirk. “Beat me and you can take him.”

The Khan’s response was frank. “Alright.”

With nothing more to say, the old drunk made his move. Sunstroke flashed through the air.

His attack was simple, at least on the surface. In reality, it contained tremendous strength that would carve right through someone like the Wendigo King. Even Cloudhawk, in the state he was in now, reckoned he would struggle to defend against it.

The Khan extended his hands, and dual blasts of energy belched from his palms.

They were a pair of vorpal blades, plum-red and composed of pure energy. The air crackled and distorted around its edges.

He opened with a dismissive wave of his right arm that cleaved Vulkan’s attack in two. The streak of energy was cleaved down the middle, leaving two troughs in the earth on either side of the Khan. Each one stretched out at an angle, having carved a forty-meter-long V in the ground.

Bystanders stared with mouths agape. The unassuming geezer had attacked with staggering power, and the mysterious Khan had deflected it without effort. They felt like their eyes were about to roll out of their skulls.

All but Cloudhawk, whose face was furrowed in worry. He felt like they’d just stepped on a landmine. How strong was the old drunk? Put it this way: While Autumn was obviously the strongest person in their crew, that was a measure based on a bunch of factors. One on one in a straight fight, it wasn’t certain she could beat Vulkan. The drunk’s combat abilities were comparable to the late General Skye’s.

One of the reasons Cloudhawk took him along was because he was convinced there wasn’t anyone around who could threaten the old man. It was what gave him the gall to snatch the Wendigo King in the first place. The end result was seeing this Khan of Evernight, who he’d never heard of, deflect Vulkan’s attack like he was a child.

He had to be as strong as the Crimson One! A man like him was a tremendous threat any way you looked at him. But that being the case, how was it that absolutely nothing in Cloudhawk’s intelligence even mentioned him? Anyone with this sort of strength left a trail. He had to have come from somewhere. It wasn’t like super powerful people appeared out of thin air.

The South? That must be where this problem came from. But what sort of place was it down there? Sand Viper claimed it was Abaddon’s former home…

Hyena had led his people there and, after only a few years, was reborn as the Wendigo King. Now, they were facing somebody who fought with the strength of a Master Demon Hunter? If there was something like the Khan hiding down there this whole time, why had they been hiding at all?

Maybe it was a demon. The Khan’s black armor gleamed dangerously, and his red eyes burned. A ghastly wind made his shadowy cloak flap and flutter.

A powerful resonance buzzed in Cloudhawk’s head. A relic, but he couldn’t tell where on the Khan it was coming from. The mysteries never ended.

The Khan of Evernight stood with a burning sword of light on either side. His sinister gaze turned first to Cloudhawk, then to the old man, sizing each of them up. “I did not anticipate facing men of your strength out here. The Wendigo King has suffered no shame in losing to you.”

“I didn’t think we’d find someone as strong as you outside of Skycloud either. I haven’t had a good scrap since Arcturus Cloude. Maybe you can help an old man get his creaky bones moving again.”

“If you can survive an encounter with Arcturus Cloude, it speaks of your value.”

Cloudhawk took this exchange to heart. Based on this conversation, at least one thing could be inferred about the Khan of Evernight: he knew about Skycloud and Arcturus. Though he’d never been there, he knew about the Elysian lands.

It would make sense that he knew Cloudhawk’s name, then. After all, he’d made a splash in Skycloud over the last few years.

“Enough talk. Let’s give your men a show!”

The old man vanished. Half a breath later, there were a dozen copies of him surrounding the Khan.

Cloudhawk recognized this technique as a martial arts move similar to the Polaris family’s Manifold Strike. With incredible speed and power, the martial artist could make it look like he split into several copies. The powerful strike that followed was designed to overwhelm an enemy’s formidable defenses. When the images appeared, the Khan’s vorpal blades began to rotate. A miniature tornado spawned around them, and when Vulkan’s sword and the Khan’s energy weapon collided, the ground split in all directions.

It was like watching a headstrong painter turning the world into his canvas. Everyone was forced to step back or get caught up in the skirmish.

A fight at this level went far beyond what they could comprehend. They’d become crippled just by standing too close.

Vulkan and the Khan exchanged a hundred blows in an instant. Their speed was too fast to follow. The blows cast out light that could be seen a thousand kilometers away and clashed with the force to cleave mountains. It was impossible to follow with the naked eye. The crowd could only feel the result of this contest as a tempest raged all around them. The ancient buildings around them collapsed under the strain.

The longer Cloudhawk watched, the more astonished he became.

Be it physical or mental strength, the Khan of Evernight had reached stupendous heights. Compared to Vulkan, the two were diametric opposites. While the old drunk had focused his training on physical prowess, the Khan’s primary focus was obviously on psychic power.

In terms of true strength, the Khan revealed bursts that were comparable to the current Templar commander, Phain Mist. Yet the way he used his relics and the depth of his mental fortitude was on the scale of someone like the Crimson One. He was unequivocally a master of his craft – a dark sage from a mysterious land. It was clear this stranger’s vaulted title was not just for show.

For the moment, there was no way to tell who would win.

“Fuck, this is gonna be a problem.” Cloudhawk seemed to realize something and slapped his forehead while grumbling to Hellflower. “Quick, get to Hyena and make sure you keep eyes on him.”

Hellflower snapped back to the present.

Whether or not the old drunk could beat the Khan was yet to be determined. All they could do was parade out the Wendigo King like a bad child and hope to threaten their attackers. However, the Khan of Evernight wasn’t a beast. There was no way to know whether such a lowbrow move would help, but it was better than just standing around.

Hellflower went to fetch Hyena, but before she could go a few steps, a shuddering explosion rose from the jail. She watched as a string of figures poured out – a coterie of black-armored soldiers with the Wendigo King in the center. They quickly absconded towards the Khan and his soldiers.

Cloudhawk had been blindsided. Fuck! When did they even sneak in?

They’d been had. The Khan’s presence was meant to keep their attention off the prison. In fact, he’d sent men into the city to infiltrate the jail even before the airship made its appearance. While Cloudhawk was busy going back and forth with the Khan, they were freeing their companion.

They’d only figured it out after everything was done.

Vulkan and the Khan disengaged. Their contest had resulted in a draw, but not really. From the beginning, this whole sequence of events had been controlled by the Khan of Evernight.

“I heard you were intelligent, but it is obvious you are still too young.” The Khan stood in front of Hyena, staring at Cloudhawk with his electric red eyes. “You are too focused on the fight at hand and have no grasp of the battlefield as a whole. By the time you realize your folly, it is too late. I had no need to defeat your champion for I had already won.”

Cloudhawk’s face was a mixture of depression and frustration. While his foe sounded pompous and preachy, there was something more profound hidden in his words.


29 / Deep Waters


From the moment Cloudhawk came face to face with the Khan of Evernight, he was swept up in a strange feeling.

This mysterious stranger knew him somehow. And not just knew him, but understood him on a deeper level. How else would he have been able to so expertly manipulate the situation or deliver such poignant advice? More than ever, Cloudhawk felt a burning need to know what was behind that digitized voice and pitch-black armor.

Cloudhawk’s hunches were almost always right, and one thing he didn’t sense from the Khan was an intent to do harm. Usually, that was how Cloudhawk could tell a friend from a foe.

The Wendigo King, after being freed by the Black Knights, presented himself before his Khan. The wounds they’d put in his leg and chest were not serious and were already beginning to heal. “I was foolish.”

“You are not to blame.” The Khan looked pointedly at the old drunk. “Even I had not anticipated a man like this would wander so far south. Yet, the power of one individual is limited. The south will change, regardless.”

So it was as expected. Hyena worked for this Khan. That meant Red Scorpion was as well. Was the Khan the Master Red Scorpion had referred to? If that were so, Cloudhawk could see why the wastelander was so arrogant. Being propped up by someone like the Khan would let even a worthless shit like Red Scorpion stand tall.

“I can’t be certain if they’re Elysians or not.” Hyena snarled at Cloudhawk and the others. “We should eliminate them now, before they cause any more trouble.”

The Wendigo King’s relationship with Cloudhawk and Hellflower was tenuous from the beginning. After how they treated him, the limits of his tolerance had long been reached. No remaining fondness from the old days would outweigh their provocations. It was despicable for them to use him as bait for the Master.

All he needed was a nod, just the slightest indication from the Khan. He would then instantly call back his horde and turn this magnificent city into wreckage.

Cloudhawk’s face sank. It wasn’t that he was afraid – however strong the Khan of Evernight was, he couldn’t kill Cloudhawk, especially not with the drunk here. If Cloudhawk wanted to run, then he would get away, no question about it. There were a very rare few who could stand in his way. But if he did flee, it meant abandoning Sandspire to destruction.

However, much to his relief, the Khan retracted his vorpal weapons. “It’s a misunderstanding.”

Sandspire’s denizens blinked. Words like this from the Khan made them wonder if there was something wrong with their ears.

Even Hyena was surprised and confused by the decision. He knew the Khan of Evernight was no pushover. He came at Abaddon’s recommendation, and since arriving in the Khan’s territory, he had been a dogged follower. Down here, no one disobeyed the Khan.

Although relatively new, the Master’s presence and prestige had taken root in the hearts of his subjects. While there were others hiding in the darkness, powerful though they were, they did not hold the same sway.

Why, then, did he choose to allow Cloudhawk and his rabble to openly defy him? It wasn’t in his character. Soon, they would be in open conflict with Skycloud, and though Cloudhawk might not be an Elysian himself, he definitely had ties to the zealots. What’s more, he had the support of a dangerous woman like Hellflower and the deadly old man. With allies like that, he would be a difficult foe to crush the longer he was allowed to live.

Exterminating the weeds before they took over the garden was only right!

Cloudhawk spoke up. “Are you responsible for sending spies to Greenland City?”

“Those were my subjects, but I was not responsible for dispatching them.” The Khan’s voice was the same emotionless hum. “There are many powerful forces who are interested in you.”

“Like who?” Cloudhawk pressed.

“This is not an answer I can give you. What I can say is that no blood feud exists between us, so this conflict need not persist past this moment.” The Khan faced Cloudhawk, unmoving. “On the contrary – as a representative of the city of Nox, I hope for your future cooperation.”

Cloudhawk was skeptical. “Cooperation? Did I hear that right?”

“We stand on the precipice of real conflict with Skycloud. In this short time, you have established yourself as a rare power in the southern wilds. For better or for worse, you have put down roots in the middle of a tempest. You will be forced to consider which side to support, and if I may be so bold, ours is the right choice.”

“And if I don’t take sides?”

The Wendigo King’s eyes flashed an angry green once again. This whelp had no respect for his own life! He had no idea who he was speaking to, no understanding that the power the Khan commanded went far beyond what he could imagine. Cloudhawk and his handful of cities were powerless to stand against him.

What right did he have to spit on the Khan’s offer?

“When the storm comes, you will be unable to find a safe harbor. Think carefully about your decision.” The Khan made no further attempts to sway Cloudhawk’s opinion. He turned and prepared to leave, adding as an afterthought, “Your wounds heal too slowly. In my view, you will not recover anytime soon. Come to Nox. Perhaps we have a way to help.”

With this said, the Khan and his soldiers entered their airship.

Hellflower turned to Cloudhawk and looked at his gloomy face. “What’s wrong? Don’t worry, if they could really destroy us so easily, I think they would have done it already. If he didn’t start a fight, to me, it means he isn’t sure he can take our territory. Anyways, we have the drunk and the Shepherd God on our side. If they send their rabid animals our way, they’ll just be lining them up for the slaughter.”

“You think so?”

“Of course. We have plenty of people who can handle themselves. If this Khan of Evernight really expects a war with Skycloud, then he can’t afford to waste his strength nibbling away at our puny bones.”

That wasn’t what worried Cloudhawk. He had the very uncomfortable sensation that he was being used like a chess piece. Unseen hands were shoving him around a board he didn’t understand, looking for an advantage, and he didn’t even know the game.

Peace and freedom. That was all Cloudhawk had ever wanted. Instead, he was constantly being manipulated. At least he knew Wolfblade didn’t have his best interests at heart.

Cloudhawk muttered, “Hey drunk, what do you think of that guy?”

“He was holding back, don’t know why.” He was just as curious about the mysterious Khan. “Even as the Grand Prior, I’d never heard of anyone like him. Very strange.”

Strange indeed! Skycloud’s informants had all sorts of intelligence, with proverbial fingers in every pie.

It would stand to reason that someone as dangerous as the Khan of Evernight would show up at some point in their information. They knew about Abaddon when he was stalking the wastes, even though the demon had few direct conflicts with Skycloud. They even knew what relics he used.

While it was not strange that such a powerful player had shown up in the wastelands, what was strange was that there was precisely zero record of him.

“Fuck it.” Cloudhawk waved the issues away in irritation. “We just keep doing what we’re doing, building up Greenland and growing Sandspire. The southern wilds are a big place. There’s no reason to think they’ll come knocking on our door. We stay out of it like we always have.”

Whether it was all some elaborate plot or something else, Cloudhawk wasn’t going to take sides publicly.

The old drunk looked up at the airship as it hummed towards the horizon. There was something contemplative and inscrutable in his eyes. However, he shook his head and cleared whatever thoughts were floating in his mind.
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The Wendigo King was still struggling to understand the Khan’s decision.

How many opponents had they chewed up and spit out without a word over the last few years? Just now, though, he was so tolerant of Cloudhawk. The Khan, however, had no intention of explaining himself.

When they entered the airship, the Khan of Evernight settled into an absolute stillness like a robot with its batteries drained. The way he sat without moving, he might as well have been dead. In this manner, they flew in silence for a time until eventually returning to the Wolf’s Den.

Red Scorpion had been waiting for them for some time.

“Skycloud has begun to make their move.” The Khan of Evernight came back to life and made his announcement. “We will no longer send out feelers to probe for Greenland’s weaknesses. We will only monitor their situation.”

“But...” Red Scorpion scowled. “Master didn’t account for this.”

“My word is law,” came the definitive answer.

Red Scorpion trembled. In truth, the Khan of Evernight was not his master. There was a more secretive figure behind the scenes. However, the Khan was important to his master, far more important than he was. When he said his word was law, he was right.

Red Scorpion could do nothing but obey.

“We must focus all of our strength on battling Skycloud. Arcturus Cloude requires nothing but our absolute fiercest opposition. We can spare nothing.”

“I don’t see anything to be afraid of.” Red Scorpion’s words were full of pomp and disdain as he proceeded to talk up his superiors. “Between you and Master, Arcturus Cloude might as well be an insect.”

“Were that so, Skycloud would have fallen a long time ago.” As always, the Khan of Evernight’s voice was wholly emotionless. However, inexplicably, it bore a palpable gravitas. “Now remain silent unless spoken to. Do not forget that it is indeed you who are the insect. Were I to snuff the life from you, who would stand in your defense?”

Red Scorpion was so terrified that he fell to his knees. He didn’t know what he’d said to offend his superior.

“From now on, you all have new orders.”

The Khan of Evernight described what he required of Red Scorpion and the Wendigo King. They left immediately to fulfill his wishes.

The Khan turned away and peered towards the northern horizon with his red eyes. A muffled voice spoke through the mask, this time unchanged and normal.

“It begins.” It was a deep, hoarse voice. “After years of preparation, Arcturus, are you ready?”


30 / Brothers


A troop of fighters lurked among the wastelands hills. A bony older man wrapped in black cloth led them through the punishing terrain. Behind him was a younger man with a monstrous left arm, a fat man with a huge ax, an old man with three eyes, and many others.

This was the core of the Hand of Gehenna.

The man in black robes was Inkspecter. Squall was the one with the bulging and frightening left arm. The one with the ax was Ravenous Tiger. Three-Eyed Spider was the elderly scholar with three eyes. In addition to them was Blackfiend, who walked beside Squall, and Raven, who stayed close to Three-Eyed Spider. Inkspecter and Ravenous Tiger also each had his own small contingent of bodyguards.

All told, there were about two hundred, but despite their small number, this was not a group to trifle with.

Inkspecter kept moving forward, his eyes fixed on a point up ahead. Several Elysian warships shuttled back and forth overhead. Lately, the Elysians had been actively setting up forward operations bases through the wastelands, which were marked by tall towers. There were various weapons and defensive tools in different stages of construction.

Ravenous Tiger stared at the scene splayed out before them. “Skycloud’s turning its attention to the south. No wonder things have been so quiet lately.”

“A lot has changed in the Elysian lands over the last year. Powers that have lurked for years in the darkness are also beginning to stir. There will be a lot of interesting things to see in the coming days.” Three-Eyed Spider had spent many years in the south. He’d heard rumors of those mysterious forces. “But our job is to seek the next Demon King, is it not? Why are we wading into these muddy waters?”

“These questions are unnecessary. You need only know your role,” Inkspecter chastised them in his low voice. “Our future lies in the southern wastes, but we have no roots. This operating base is a fine target. We shall attack while they are still making preparations and steal their ships and resources.”

“They don’t look like they’ll be pushovers.” There was some discomfort in Ravenous Tiger’s face. “I see marks of the Cloude family too. We can expect some of their demon hunters to be here. Are you sure you want to offend that family so early?”

“Hmph, you worry too much.” Inkspecter was familiarizing himself with the base’s layout. If the Cloude family’s demon hunters sought to stand in his way, they would not find it an easy task. His crew was not the foe that caused Arcturus the most headaches, so hunting them down wouldn’t serve his greater purpose.

Inkspecter waved. Squall nodded in understanding. Their small group began to spread out.
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The outpost had only been under construction for a handful of days. There weren’t many troops yet, and the defenses weren’t complete, but with Cloude family demon hunters with them, there weren’t many in the wastes who would dare cause trouble. No one worried about their safety.

Frost de Winter was their commander. He had turned his attention to the southern wilds, and the expeditionary force tasked with this mission was very different from the one they’d sent north.

In his campaign against the Conclave of Judgment, Skye Polaris had only prepared for less than a month. His aim was to strike quickly, before the fledgling alliance had a chance to establish itself. It was a plan that relied on Skycloud’s superior soldiers and technology to take advantage of time. It also was intended to minimize the effects of a protracted war on their realm.

The situation was different this time.

They weren’t after the Crimson One and a coalition of upstarts he’d cultivated over a few years. What crept in the shadows of the southern wilds had been there for a long, long time. All the while, it’d been gathering strength in the darkness, slowly building itself up without any indication to the outside world. What was destined to emerge was a powerful enemy.

The war to come wasn’t one to be taken lightly. First, they had to test the waters, then hash out a plan of action. For this to work, the expeditionary force had to prepare for a long fight.

A middle-aged man, draped in the simple white robes of the demon hunters, approached Frost. His hair was fastidiously kept, and each movement was graceful and purposeful. It was none other than Augustus Cloude, powerful veteran demon hunter and acolyte of Skycloud’s governor.

Not a lot had changed for Augustus recently, but this was not so for Frost. Before, he had been as dazzling as a snow-capped mountain peak, but time only made him more magnificent. He had the imposing presence of an important man, and everywhere he went, a frigid air that made him unreadable seemed to follow.

Surely this profundity came from his years of training under Arcturus Cloude. Before, Augustus could approach Frost as an elder, but as the young man’s star rose, Augustus took on the role of subordinate. He’d watched him grow. Once, long ago, the gulf between their capabilities had been so vast. It still was, only it was Augustus who now watched Frost continue to stride forward while he remained behind.

So young and already Commander-General of Skycloud’s army…

There were only a few in their realm’s history who were so accomplished at such a young age.

Frost looked up as Augustus approached. “What do you need?”

“Hammont Seacrest has dispatched several brigades from the vanguard. They’ve sacked a city in the southern wastes and are in the process of establishing a base down there. Half of our patrol stations and other strongholds are complete, and more supplies and logistics forces arrive daily. It can be said that the expeditionary force has firmly established itself in the southern wilds.”

Here, Augustus hesitated briefly. “In addition, our governor has delivered his next decree. He has sent a number of the older generation’s best to aid us. They’ve already arrived at headquarters. As our operations continue to grow, we can be certain the southern powers will start to react. As the commander of our forces, we must make sure you also return to headquarters as soon as possible, to ensure your safety.”

Frost nodded. This staging area was an outpost, so it could not support an overly large garrison. If the enemy learned that the expeditionary force’s commander-general was here, it would expose him to great danger. Surely they would send their best to cripple the Elysian leadership.

It was time to go.

When they stepped outside, they were greeted by an ominous sight. A dark mist had started to gather all around the base. It was a foul, unnatural haze that defied the winds to hang over their newly established outpost.

“Raiders approach!” Frost de Winter scowled at the scene. “Sound the alert, gather our forces!”

Augustus did not waste time worrying. He quickly passed the order and summoned their demon hunters. It took only a few moments for more than twenty of them to assemble around Frost. The remainder readied themselves for battle. But as they scanned the area for foes, the base shook from a series of explosions on all sides.

The wall before the two men was blasted apart by rebel mortar fire.

As the dust settled, Raven’s stalwart figure appeared. He towered over the demon hunters in his metallic raven-feather cloak and stared at them through unfeeling sunglasses. Expressionless, he stepped closer, tightening his grip around the heavy minigun in his hands. In Raven’s hands, the recoil on even a gun as large as this didn’t detract from his accuracy. Without a word, he unleashed a torrent of searing lead in their direction.

Even Elysian armor couldn’t protect the soldiers from Raven’s augmented minigun. His hail of gunfire ripped through them, and all of a sudden, the base was awash in pained screams.

Raven was joined by ten more soldiers encased in plate armor bearing heavy armaments. They splayed out, firing their guns in various directions and at anything that moved. With every step, they mowed down unsuspecting soldiers. Their gunfire was concentrated on clusters and more populated areas of the camp.

Raven and his mechanized warriors seemed unstoppable, and they weren’t alone. Attacks were coming from several directions. So sudden was the attack that Augustus couldn’t tell how strong or numerous their attackers were. He waved at the demon hunters nearby. “You lot, stop them. Commander, we must go!”

The demon hunters positioned themselves to bar their foes. Augustus took two of their number as escort and fled towards the airships with Frost. Although Frost was a formidable force on the battlefield, his main role was as commander. He was too important to risk being injured here. What commander would throw caution to the wind and fling himself headfirst into a skirmish? If he died, it would leave the expeditionary force bereft of leadership and defeated before the war had even begun.

“They aren’t from the south. It’s a big party. Aren’t they supposed to be hiding in the north?” Augustus stood on the deck of the slowly rising airship, looking out over the fight. His face darkened into a glower. “What are they doing all the way out here?”

An unexpected response came from behind him. “Doing? We came to kill you, of course!”

A sour but handsome young man emerged from the shadows where he was hiding. Squall Rover. He’d been waiting here all along.

Augustus’s heart filled with a cruel sort of mirth. What a fool. Infiltrating an Elysian warship on his own? What did he think he could do by himself? So naive to think he was any match for Frost de Winter.

Augustus was about to share his thoughts when his voice was stolen by a cold light. A flash of steel and several inches of metal protruded from his back. Augustus, mouth agape, looked down at the sword piercing through his chest, at the snaking fingers of frost that spread from the wound. It cut him off from his mental powers, denying him the use of any relic.

Rimeshard?

Augustus looked at the weapon in astonishment. His expression was mirrored by the two demon hunters by his side.

Frost de Winter’s expression was as frigid as it ever was. Without a word, he wrenched his sword free, then swung it once to the left and right. Before the other demon hunters even knew what happened, their heads had been separated from their bodies.

Their final thoughts were of shock and disbelief. Why would Frost – a hero to these men – betray them like this?

Frost kicked Augustus, forcing him to his knees before Squall. The wound on his chest was gruesome but not fatal. Obviously, his intention was to deliver Augustus to Squall.

“Thank you kindly, brother.”

Squall looked down at Augustus, who was lying prostrate on the deck. The former’s handsome features were twisted in mad, savage hunger. He grabbed the man’s head with his thick, muscled black arm.

“You must have known this day would come.” Squall lifted him up off the ground by his head. Filthy power oozed from the limb and poured into Augustus. It filled his body with loathsome energy. Squall’s voice was hoarse, ragged with emotion. “You will pay for your crimes!”

Augustus’s elegant features were twitching in agony. Before he died, he managed to choke out his final words. “Killing your heathen father was no crime! Not if he housed a demon spawn like you!”

Crunch!

Augustus’s whole body seized up, then went limp. Even in his final moments, he didn’t understand why Frost did what he did. Why was he working with this traitor? Why did Squall call him brother?

One man was as lofty as the mountains, the most illustrious member of Skycloud’s younger generation. The other was a traitor who turned his back on his home, who sold his soul to demons for power and freedom.

Augustus Cloude would never learn the answer.


31 / Complicated Relationships


The warships stopped for a moment over the barren expanse of the wastelands. Squall and Frost disembarked.

They couldn’t be together long. Otherwise, they would definitely arouse suspicion.

Frost’s face bore a warm smile – such a rare thing for a man known for his frigid nature and a fine complement to his handsome features. The speechless toddler from his past had grown into an impressive young man. The same could be said for himself. He’d come a long way from that shivering youth, furious and helpless against the tragedies he experienced. Now, he was an acclaimed soldier, one of Skycloud’s rising stars.

Frost and Squall were all that remained of those who bore witness to Wyrmsole as he razed their village to the ground.

When the smoke cleared, they were set adrift, lost and wandering from place to place in search of a future. Years later, one of Skycloud’s preeminent demon hunters found one and took him in. The other was accepted into the family of a borderland merchant. From that point, their paths diverged, and the brothers walked their own paths for a decade.

Frost knew Squall’s identity from the first moment he saw the markings on his chest, down in the underground tunnels. Luckily, Frost had been the one sent to hunt him down. Otherwise, he never would have made it out of Skycloud.

None of this is what Frost wanted for his younger brother. He never thought Squall would fall in with Inkspecter and be groomed as a godslayer.

“Wyrmsole has died at my hand. Augustus is also gone now.” Frost searched the young man’s face. He spoke in soothing tones, which felt unnatural in his mouth. “It’s not too late to turn back. You can find someplace quiet to settle down. That’s the only advice your brother can give you.”

“What about you then?” Squall looked back at Frost. “You’re still preparing to kill Arcturus. Can you give that up?”

Frost’s brows furrowed slightly. It was exactly the problem that had been bothering him for years.

His parents were dead, murdered. The villagers who helped raise him were now skeletons in the ground. Wyrmsole was the one who commanded the soldiers, but it was Arcturus who made the decision. The only way to gain vengeance for his family was to make sure Arcturus Cloude paid for his sins.

However…. could he really kill the Master Demon Hunter? Even if he could, would he?

It’d been more than ten years since Arcturus took him in. The governor had no children of his own to carry on his legacy, so he taught everything he knew to Frost. For more than ten years, Frost followed dutifully by his side, soaking up everything he could until he realized with some surprise that he had come to worship the man.

This teacher, this father figure. When the time came, would he really be able to draw his sword?

Squall recognized the conflict in Frost’s eyes. He couldn’t imagine the struggles he’d suffered standing by their parents’ killer for so long. Beneath the icy lake surface that was his eyes, there was a turbulent current that hinted at this conflict. Contradictions abounded in the heart of this man, who on the surface seemed as emotional as an ice sculpture.

“Whatever you decide, I’ll stand with you,” Squall promised and turned away. “As for me? Yes, it is too late to turn back. I’m committed to following this path I’ve chosen.”

Frost silently watched Squall walk away. With him gone, there was a strangely vacant feeling in him.

Familial blood pumped through their veins, yet Frost couldn’t shake that sense of estrangement. He’d risked exposing himself to help Squall kill Augustus in the hopes that his brother could get his vengeance quickly and return to a normal life.

Why? Why, after taking Augustus’s life, had nothing changed in Squall? What destiny were these two brothers fated for? Frost had no answers.

He turned away from the shrinking form of his brother and returned to the warship’s bridge.

News of the assault on their forward base hadn’t yet spread. Frost had work to do cleaning up the scene. Although Augustus wasn’t a vitally important man in the grand scheme of things, he had been a close confidante of the governor for many years. His loyalty had never been in question.

Augustus’s death had to look like the result of an attack. Their ruse had to be flawless. Otherwise, Arcturus would know.

He was still pondering the details when Hammont Seacrest approached.

The fat man interrupted him with an apologetic and humble look on his face. He came with a group of men he clearly looked up to, important men like Clay Cloude and others.

Leading them was a pair lauded even among these notable figures.

Frost regarded each in turn. Both were men he recognized – more than recognized. Their reputations had spread like thunder. Almost everyone in Skycloud knew who they were.

The first was a sprightly old man with white hair who served as Archbishop of the Church of Divine Brilliance. His organization was the largest and oldest religious order in the Elysian realms. For most citizens, they handled weddings and funerals – the most important events in their lives. As Archbishop, Zoran Leclair enjoyed a high position among Skycloud’s elite.

His companion was of similar age yet did not share the Archbishop’s grandfatherly countenance. In sharp contrast, his face was locked in an aggressive scowl, and his eyes stared at everything like piercing daggers. He was the current commander of the Demon Hunter Knights, Oren Cloude. He took the position after Sterling defected. While low-profile, Oren’s seniority in the Cloude family was even higher than Arcturus’.

Both men were illustrious representatives of their generation. Perhaps they were not as puissant as Master Demon Hunters or Skye Polaris, but they were at least comparable to if not greater than Grand Prior Phain Mist.

The future of the southern wilds was destined to be a complicated one. Skycloud’s expeditionary force wasn’t enough to sway it in their favor, and Arcturus had to remain home to govern the realm. So it was that in his stead, he sent these two to serve as needed.

In addition, there were several of the Cloude family’s best fighters. The power at Frost’s command was staggering. He had more real power at his disposal than any other commander in recent years and was the youngest in history to achieve such a thing.

Hammont Seacrest could not envy Frost de Winter any more than he did. Indeed, every man had his own destiny. Compared to the new commander-general, Hammont was worth about as much as a fart.

Frost was a man born with an abundance of talent. In addition, he had the trust and support of the governor. As far as anyone could tell, Frost seemed like the best choice to lead Skycloud into the future after a decade or two.

To achieve one’s ambitions while young… what more could you ask from life? Hammont never quite understood why it was that Frost was never happy with his lot.
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Squall returned to where Inkspecter was waiting.

“Well?” the strange man asked.

Squall’s face was devoid of emotion. “Augustus Cloude is dead. I’ve established a connection with Frost de Winter, so we can approach him with our needs in the future.”

“Very good. Frost is Arcturus’s golden child1 and wields considerable influence, especially now that he is Commander-General of their armed forces. We can use that through the relationship you’ve cultivated. He could be of great help to our cause.”

Squall did not express an opinion. “What’s our next step?”

“I have someone to introduce to you.” Inkspecter waved his hand, and an older gentleman stepped forward. He was frail and did not look like much, altogether very mediocre. “This is Red Scorpion, brother to Three-Eyed Spider and former governor of a wastelander city. He has defected to our service. He’s spent decades living in the harsh southern wilds and has gathered his own crew and a place to shelter.”

Squall looked the newcomer over. Three-Eyed Spider was a man of great talent, but this Red Scorpion seemed far inferior to his brother.

However, now that Red Scorpion was a part of the Hand of Gehenna, they could use him to establish a foundation for their work in the south. He wasn’t a man who could offer much in terms of strength, but he was a recognized name in the south, especially his crew. Red Scorpion comfortably led a group of over a thousand sweepers – an important resource for the sorely undermanned Hand of Gehenna.

The southerner respectfully presented himself before Squall. “I hope I can be of service to you, deputy leader.”

“What brought you to us?” Squall inquired.

“Ordinary people in the southern wastes may not know of you, but how could I not? The south is changing. Nox and the Khan of Evernight have begun to spread their influence, and the Elysians are sending the expeditionary force. I am the Khan’s man, but I need powerful allies to keep up appearances.”

“Hmph, all these years and you’re still mucking about!” Three-Eyed Spider glowered dubiously at his brother. He had seemed displeased the moment he learned his brother had joined up with them. “Unless I’m mistaken, Sandspire used to be under your control. A fine place, good infrastructure. If I were in charge, it would serve our purposes very well indeed, so what are you doing here?”

Before being forced out by Hellflower, Three-Eyed Spider was the Dark Atom’s foremost scientific genius. Even now, after being replaced, he refused to believe that he was in any way inferior to that awful woman.

Even though she was considered a scientific savant, there was only so much a single person could know. Hellflower couldn’t absorb the intricacies of every subject, no matter how hard she tried. Her primary focus, of course, had always been bioresearch and genetic engineering. Three-Eyed Spider, on the other hand, was unparalleled in his knowledge of cybernetics and mechanical technology.

His masterpiece, Raven, showed the breadth of his abilities. The cyborg’s prowess on the battlefield was no less impactful than that of a veteran demon hunter. He was a symbol of the power of science. However, these magnificent achievements didn’t appear from thin air. Great science required a tremendous foundation and support.

Red Scorpion sighed at his brother’s accusations. “Don’t even bring it up. Sandspire would be firmly under my control if it weren’t for this ‘Cloudhawk’ fellow meddling in everyone’s business.”

“What did you say? Cloudhawk!?”

Knowing glances were exchanged. It really was a small world.

Cloudhawk had become an active presence lately, both in the Elysian lands and in the wastelands. However, he had been conspicuously absent from any intelligence over the last few months. They were surprised to learn that he had resurfaced in the southern wilds. That asshole danced around with the wind and showed up wherever trouble was brewing. Or perhaps he brought the trouble with him.



1 Interestingly, the phrase in Chinese is “red person.” Communism intensifies.

32 / Agricultural Community


Outside of Greenland, the landscape was rife with wreckage. Cloudhawk’s fledgling territory was a place encased in ancient ruins.

These ruins were different from the sort around Sandspire. Those were what remained of an ancient industrial metropolis with warehouses and manufacturing plants. So vast was it that even to this day, scavengers were still pulling out valuable pieces of equipment to be traded. Although the ruins at the borders of Greenland were similarly vast, they were merely the remains of an ancient city.

Cities had relatively fewer items of worth waiting to be excavated. What’s more, the environment outside of the oasis itself was quite harsh. A thousand years of erosion and the blazing sun had reduced what could be used to ruin.

Now, the wreckage was a playground for all manner of vicious wastelands beasts. Enormous, savage creatures lumbering among the slowly rotting husks of buildings were a common sight. There were also hordes of infected things and feral mutants. It was a place where danger lurked around every corner. No one was eager to live in such a place.

However, it was a mistake to assume there was nothing of use out there. It was large enough that ten Greenland Cities could fit inside. It was a complicated maze of jagged skyscrapers.

Normally, it made for a fine protective buffer between the outside world and Greenland. Dangers from elsewhere were loath to risk passing through such an inhospitable place. Now, as the city grew, they found that the ruins were also a good place to install hidden watch posts. If an invading power tried to sneak up on them, Greenland would know well in advance and could prepare.

Dawn was seated uncomfortably in a small plane with Terrangelica in her lap. The aircraft took her away from Greenland, and as they crossed the enchantment’s border, the vast ruins spread out before her.

She looked at it with wide eyes. The world was a swath of rusty yellow that stretched far into the distance. Broken remains of what were once towering buildings were laid here and there, fallen monuments to an age long passed. It didn’t matter how glorious they used to be. Now, they were only piles of metal and concrete, barely discernible from the sand that half-swallowed them.

She had to ask herself: is an Elysian still an Elysian away from home?

Dawn peeked over the side at the expanse of ruins that flowed beneath her. It was a vision that made her mind wander. She didn’t regret leaving Skycloud and taking shelter with Cloudhawk, but she wasn’t alone. A hundred members of her estranged family had followed her out into this place. What was in store for them?

When she first defected from Skycloud, the only thought on her mind was vengeance. The enmity in her heart cooled over the following months, however, and as time stretched on, she was confronted with how improbable revenge really was.

Arcturus Cloude was a cunning genius. There had to be a reason why he hadn’t culled the weeds in his garden, allowing Dawn and Cloudhawk to live. After all, if he wanted them dead, he was more than powerful enough to see it done.

Ever since she committed herself to this course, Dawn had come up with a number of schemes and plans to make Arcturus pay. None of them seemed plausible. None of them offered any hope. And if there was no hope, what point was there in sticking to a doomed mission? She wasn’t afraid of dying, but she was afraid for Cloudhawk and the others.

Roc broke her reverie with a quiet word. “We’re nearly there, Miss.”

Dawn nodded and prepared herself.

The Polaris family’s young mistress had changed a lot. Roc remembered that the Dawn of yesteryear had never kept secrets. Lawless, reckless, always free with her thoughts and emotions. These days, he often saw her in silence, mulling over something. When she took action, she did so much more carefully. Was she even the same devil woman everyone in Skycloud had tiptoed around?

A lot had changed when the general died.

If he’d lived to return to Skycloud, Dawn would have continued to live happily under his guidance. Perhaps Cloudhawk would have taken his post as general and married Dawn. Life would have looked so much different.

Both passengers once again lapsed into silence as the plane made its descent somewhere on the borders of Greenland.

Dawn disembarked onto a relatively empty expanse among the ruins. It was clearly a spot that was carefully chosen. On all sides, the husks of buildings, each as tall as a mountain, were heaped up, forming a sort of border wall. There was no way in or out, except vertically.

Inconvenient but safe. Wandering wastelands critters wouldn’t trouble them here.

Central to this isolated area was a camp of average size. With some work, it could easily be converted into a station for ten to thirty thousand people.

With the help of Terrangelica and Heart of the Mire, Dawn had already terraformed the area as needed. Not only was it perfectly flat, but the soil was also soft and ready to be tilled. And that was exactly what they would do here in Greenland’s first agricultural community.

Dawn had come here personally to get it up and running.

“Miss Dawn, you’ve arrived.”

A bespectacled elderly scientist greeted her. He welcomed Dawn with great respect, for though he didn’t know her whole background, her worth to Greenland was unquestionable. Through her efforts, Greenland City’s infrastructure had exploded into a period of unprecedented growth. That was enough to earn everyone’s respect. If these agricultural communities took off, it would only raise her esteem among the people all the more.

Dawn rested Terrangelica against her shoulder and looked over the area. “How are things coming along?”

The scientist pushed his glasses higher up the bridge of his nose. “Very smoothly, Miss, very smoothly. Our first test field has already produced a yield. Please, come see for yourself.”

Dawn allowed herself to be led to where they’d begun planting crops. The whole area was covered in white plants.

It was a carpet of mushrooms each roughly the size of a fingernail. They spread far across the field like a carpet. She watched for a moment as several hired hands from Greenland stooped among them, plucking the mature mushrooms for harvest. However, there were far too many for so few workers to handle. They would have to work all day and all night to harvest them all.

Across from the workers were scientists busily pouring fertilizer. Of the mushrooms that were plucked, spores that were primed for the next round remained. The scientists used modified spray bottles to wet the ground with eboncrys-infused fertilizer, and after just a few moments, tiny sprinkles of white started to sprout from the ground.

In other words, the new harvest was growing up just as the old one was being gathered! Dozens of workers spent days toiling in the fields to gather these mushrooms, only to turn back when the job was done to find the fields replenished. It was endless work but provided stupendous yield.

The Polaris family representatives gaped at the scene, and their shock deepened when bags of previously harvested mushrooms were laid out before them.

It wasn’t very long ago that Greenland had a serious food crisis brewing. Now, it seemed like their crisis would be how to eat it all before it spoiled!

The mushrooms Cloudhawk brought back from his journeys were immensely useful, even more so than a trove of high-grade relics. If this had been available from the start, so many lives could have been spared from starvation. On the contrary, the wastelands would probably have been booming!

“Originally, they would only grow in association with the electric mushrooms. They’re perfectly edible, non-toxic, delicious – altogether a remarkable fungus.”

The scientist’s voice adopted a tone of reverence.

“Hellflower is an incredible woman. She was the one who figured out how to separate them. Now, without the electric mushrooms, they’ve become a staple bumper crop.”

Dawn couldn’t help but sniff in displeasure at the mention of Hellflower, but even she had to admit the woman had some skill.

Of course, Dawn wasn’t about to roll over either. There was only so much usable space in Greenland, and it was her idea to terraform land in the ruins outside to make their agricultural communities. Communities just like this one. If they used all the available land, this area alone was enough to support Greenland City.

Dawn was the only one who could accomplish such a thing.

Undoubtedly one of the best aspects of this fungus was its ability to grow anywhere, but throw it in a barren desert and it would grow much slower. Much better results were obtained with suitable soil and tending.

As for space, Greenland was pretty packed. It didn’t have the space to accommodate a plot of land this large. When Dawn selected this area, she first began by molding its surface with Terrangelica. She turned up the soil so that the more nutrient-rich portion deeper down was churned to the surface. Afterward, she used Heart of the Mire to transform it even further, preparing the soil for planting.

The fungus performed in the same way as the mother plants they were gathered from in that alien world. So long as there was suitable energy to consume, they grew at a truly stupendous rate. This growth was facilitated by the specially crafted agricultural plots and the fertilizer infused with eboncrys shavings.

Two to three days were all it took for the crop to mature. Pretty damn good by any standard.

Out in the wastelands, food was the most treasured commodity. If you could promise people a mouthful a day, they would pledge their lives to your service. Dawn knew that if Greenland really wanted to establish itself, then it needed to rely on this food source as the cornerstone.

What’s more, Dawn saw this as more than just a farm. If they brought some people from Greenland and set them up here, they could both protect the farmers and act as a border guard for the city itself. This wasn’t the only agricultural community either. What was stopping them from making a second, third, and so on?

Her vision was to eventually surround Greenland city with places like this. They would form a screen that protected against outside threats and also produced sustenance for their people. Her plan aimed to strengthen her new home on two fronts.

She shared her thoughts with Roc, who also thought it was a fine idea.

Few places in the wastelands were suitable for a large number of people to gather. What if they turned Greenland into a place where hundreds of thousands of people could live and prosper? Would it be like another Elysian realm?

War was on the horizon. Before long, there would be scores of wastelander communities displaced by the conflicts. This presented them with an opportunity to gather more under their banner. Perhaps they could make Dawn’s plan a reality then.

“Time to get to work.”

Dawn hefted her sword and did just as she promised. A place this large would take more than a day or two to transform completely.

She toiled for much of that day, and after she was finished, the Polaris heir was covered in dirt and sweat. Yet despite her exhaustion, she looked out over her handiwork with a satisfied smile.

Roc couldn’t help but take notice. “Miss, take a rest. You’ve already done a lot erecting buildings in the city. Running out here and working yourself so hard without taking a break, your body will eventually break down.”

“Oh, what do you know? This is just a sort of training. Out here, doing this, in this part of the world, I can feel my mental energy improving. In all my life, I don’t think I’ve ever really worked this hard. If we don’t put in the effort now, then how can we succeed? How will we get vengeance?”

“But-”

“Nothing needs to be said. Maybe we can’t beat Arcturus, but at least we can bring grandfather’s killers to justice. Frost, Clay, and that snake bastard Inkspecter. I need you to keep an eye out and tell me the moment any of those criminals show up in the wastelands.”

“Of course, Miss.”

Dawn crossed her arms and looked around. “Too few people here. Organize some soldiers from the family and establish a small garrison. This place is protected on the ground, but it is still exposed to threats from above.”

“As you command.”

With that, Dawn’s work was done for the day. She boarded the airplane and returned to Greenland City for her customary three hours of sleep. Every waking hour she dedicated to work. Though it was difficult, she performed her duties with resolve. At least she was here, with the people she cared about, working together towards a noble purpose. When she thought about how much they were changing this place for the better, Dawn was filled with a sense of achievement.


33 / Rapid Changes


By the time Cloudhawk returned to Greenland City, several days had passed.

Strong undercurrents were raging throughout the southern wilds, but on the surface, things looked calm. Frost’s forces and the Khan’s agents were slowly spreading out, inching closer to inevitable conflict. At this point, however, both maintained restraint. No one wanted to make the first move.

In the middle was Greenland, which staunchly refused to take a side.

Whether it was Frost’s men or the Khan’s, each sized up the other. It was like they were crawling over thin ice and the slightest provocation could cause the ground to open up beneath them. The oppressive conflict on the horizon was enough to keep them busy, so for the time being, there was no sense in provoking a neutral power. After all, Greenland’s strength was not insignificant. Besides the old drunk and Autumn, the Polaris family’s several hundred Elysian-trained soldiers were a force to be reckoned with.

“Hello, Governor!”

“Welcome back, boss!”

“Governor Cloudhawk! Good to see you.”

As he made his way through the streets, various citizens hailed him. They recognized and appreciated Cloudhawk’s power and what he’d done for the city. It was hard to deny that Greenland City had entered an incredible golden age once Cloudhawk took the reins. The benefits everyone enjoyed were as plain as the nose on their faces.

Cloudhawk surveyed his city, looked over the newly constructed residential towers that had cropped up throughout like mushrooms. Lane upon lane, neighborhood after neighborhood, all very orderly and expansive.

By now, one in four Greenland citizens was living in one of the new buildings. Scores more were in the process of being built.

Soon, every citizen of Greenland would be able to leave their rundown, dirty, bug-infested shacks behind. Everyone would have the right to live somewhere new and clean, somewhere safe with food and electricity. At last – after so many long years – wastelanders would have the opportunity to establish a family and build their own society. In this place where materials were becoming abundant, the cruelty of a dog-eat-dog world was giving way to order.

Beneath Cloudhawk’s feet was a stone walkway, simple and easy to construct. It had become typical for the routes through the city. Those grass-strewn lanes had been cleared, along with the rat holes and insect-ridden piles of detritus.

As he surveyed it all, Cloudhawk watched a group of guards pass by leading a robotic dog. Above him, he heard the roar of a plane’s propeller and saw a squad of eight planes swoop by a few dozen meters overhead. Those were aerial sentries that not only patrolled the area but could also be dispatched where they were needed through radio contact.

One of the things they put the most effort into was public security. Out in the wastes, a settlement’s security was always one of the most difficult problems to solve.

It was in the nature of wastelanders to be fierce and unruly, but those sorts would find it difficult to cause them any headaches. Cloudhawk had imposed strict rules to combat just such a thing. Anyone who dared to cause trouble in the city was severely punished. Paired with the healthy fear the people felt for the city’s Elysian martial artists, trouble was a quickly diminishing occurrence. The city’s atmosphere was improving day by day.

Cloudhawk continued his tour, eventually coming upon a market. To maintain the city’s security and environment, they’d established several designated trading areas. These markets and bazaars were where people could trade their game or goods for other materials they needed.

Lately, the market had seen an influx of various sorts of machinery. It was tangible proof of Greenland’s closer ties with Sandspire.

Food and water were always the scarcest resources in the wastelands. Once Greenland started providing them with whatever they needed, Sandspire was more than willing to pay in technology or other goods. Part of this trade included ancient communication equipment, tele-mechanisms, and aerial vehicles.

Sandspire’s history spanned decades. It was rife with conflict and chaos, but there had been steady progress. It was at least stable enough for its industrial capabilities to flourish and for its talented engineers and scientists to spur it forward. These were commodities no other city in the wastes could muster, at least not anytime soon.

Some examples were robots and ancient computers. Back in their time, these were tremendously useful bits of tech, so complicated that no other city had the talent to piece them back together. Sandspire stood alone as the only area with the smarts and resources.

However, those were just the finished products. Hellflower was far more interested in their scientific minds. So, as part of their agreement, she picked out her favorites and relocated them to Greenland where they worked in her labs.

This led to a curious incident. Hellflower, attempting to squeeze more out of Sandspire and with Cloudhawk’s permission, affixed a price to the various soldiers they’d captured during the attack on Greenland City. Any one of them was available for purchase by Sandspire.

When news of this proposal reached the industrial settlement, they immediately agreed. After all, these were citizens of Sandspire that had been conscripted to try and take Greenland when Cloudhawk’s reign had just begun. Since the city was sorely in need of soldiers and was filled with technology, they accepted the ransom prices.

With their ransom in hand, Hellflower was appeased. She ordered the release of their prisoners. And that was the end of it, at least for a few days. However, what happened next surprised not only Hellflower but Cloudhawk as well.

The soldiers they sent to Sandspire were back a few days later.

Not only did they return, but they also brought their families, crying for a chance to live in Greenland City. They were even willing to return to living in the prisons because being a Greenland prisoner of war was better than being a soldier for any other wastelander city.

Every day was hard labor, but at least they wouldn’t starve. None of their duties included dangerous fighting either. It was a far stretch from being forced to live hand-to-mouth anywhere else.

But most importantly, they could also see Greenland getting better by the day. They could feel how much safer it was living here.

In terms of basic nature, wastelanders were the same as anyone else. It wasn’t like they were born with a desire to kill and sow chaos. Most of the time, circumstances forced them into it. Who among them wouldn’t jump at the chance to live in a paradise they didn’t have to kill their way into? Before now, none of them would have thought such a place could even exist out here, but Cloudhawk and his men proved to them it was possible. More and more of them were convinced that Greenland City was the south’s promised land.

These folks were all average people. None of them could see the trouble brewing on the horizon. What they believed was what they saw in front of their faces. In reality, it was probably a blessing.

Cloudhawk passed by a fenced area, and the sight of it brought a smile to his lips. The sign that hung on its doors read “Greenland Institute”. The gates were flanked by a pair of guards.

“Governor, what brings you here?”

“I had a little free time, so I decided to go for a stroll. My feet brought me here, so I thought I’d drop in.”

No resistance was offered, of course. Cloudhawk was their boss. With his hands folded behind his back, Cloudhawk strode into the school. Where it had once been a primitive collection of tents, it was now a fully functional facility complete with dormitories, teaching buildings, and training fields.

Greenland Institute now had over a thousand students enrolled.

When he entered, Cloudhawk was greeted by the sight of over a hundred students of different ages, running drills with an Elysian soldier. They were all dripping with sweat from the effort. He noted that their trainers had systemized the training even further than before in order to capitalize on their students’ full potential.

He kept going. Through a classroom window, he heard a scientist instruct a group about the chemical structures of different items. That group was being trained into Seekers.

Cloudhawk was thrilled as he watched the vibrant scenes pass him by. He didn’t stop to interrupt anything, however, and made his way directly to the heart of the campus. That was where Claudia taught her future demon hunters.

Last time he checked, there were sixty children enrolled in the program. When he arrived, they were all gathered for meditation training.

Claudia was standing to one side, watching their progress. When she saw Cloudhawk, her expression turned into a slight scowl, but it passed quickly. She walked over to him. “Your instructions, Governor?”

Cloudhawk grinned. “You’re the headmistress. What am I supposed to instruct you in? How’s everything going here? Smoothly I imagine.”

Claudia’s expression eased. “Wastelander children can handle a lot more than their Elysian counterparts. I’m confident they will all grow to be respectable demon hunters. There are a couple with real talent, chief among them your little apprentice.”

“Excellent, good news.”

“Actually, there’s something I’ve been meaning to ask you.”

“Yeah? What’s that?”

“Why did you want to open this school? You know as well as I do that training demon hunters takes a lot of time and resources. It will be years before you can use them towards any end. You put a lot into this, but I don’t see you getting anything in return.”

“If I didn’t chance upon an understanding of this power, I would still be a lowly scavenger,” Cloudhawk offered an honest response. “All of the change in my life can happen to anyone else. I’m sure of it. Everyone has tremendous potential. I just wanted to make sure they have the best opportunities to draw it out. What I hope will happen through this school is that the world’s prejudice against wastelanders might change.”

“And you think you can do this alone.”

“Yeah, I do. I mean, I’m a small potato and don’t have the power to change the world on my own, but what I can do is plant a seed in this barren ground. Who knows what that seed will grow into after a few years? Maybe an entire forest? I can’t use a forest for myself, and frankly, I don’t care. So long as I can see the saplings, that’s plenty as a reward.”

After receiving her answer, Claudia was quiet for a long time. She remembered the first time she met Cloudhawk. At the time, she was like any other Elysian, sneering at wastelanders and seeing them as little more than animals. She obeyed the order to kill Cloudhawk without question. He was a filthy beast like the rest of them, so putting him down didn’t mean anything. How much her views had changed after spending so much time among them!

Humans were humans wherever they came from. They had been defined by what side of a wall they were born on.

Claudia wasn’t familiar with Cloudhawk’s unique perspectives and experiences, but she liked her time here at the Institute. She’d come to call it home.


34 / Psychic Pearls


Cloudhawk hung around the school for a little while longer. He stepped in to teach Blue and her classmates some martial arts and combat techniques. Although he’d never undergone the sort of training they were doing, he at least had three years of experience in Hell’s Valley and a lifetime of fighting to draw from.

Near the end of the session, Barb came running his way.

“Excellency, Hellflower has something urgent she wants to speak with you about.”

Most of Greenland’s leadership came from the Polaris family, with Hellflower being the biggest and most notable exception. She served as Cloudhawk’s secretary and personal assistant in addition to her research duties. She played a role no one else in Greenland City could. Lately, she’d been busying herself with plans to continue Greenland’s development, which currently meant establishing a wireless communications system over the entire area. It was a phenomenal undertaking that had implications for communications, safety, and industry as a whole. There was the potential it could improve every aspect of life for the citizens of the city.

Busy was an understatement when it came to Hellflower. So what was she doing calling Cloudhawk over?

“Is she in her lab?” he asked.

“No, she’s at the God Tree.”

Hellflower had something urgent to do at the God Tree? That was Autumn’s territory, and she was too aloof and proud to share it with anyone, not to mention her less than friendly temperament. What she hated most of all was being bothered by the lowly humans she was forced to live with. Even Cloudhawk didn’t dare trouble her unless it was very important.
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Cloudhawk hurried to the God Tree. When he arrived, he found Autumn seated on the back of her crystal dragon, which was perched on the tree’s lofty branches. With a condescending gaze, she watched the mortal come, but said nothing.

At the foot of the tree, a shrine had been erected.

It was about five meters tall and, at first glance, looked like a stump covered with various roots. Upon closer inspection, however, its primitive facade belied something far more intricate. The strange sensation of fluctuating energies within it caused Cloudhawk to pay close attention.

Hellflower was standing in front of the shrine. In a rare change of pace, she was not dressed in her typical scientist’s outfit. Instead, she was clad in something more sporty and breathable. The tight-fitting clothing outlined her athletic body and didn’t help allay the criminal thoughts lurking in the back of men’s minds. Her silvery hair had been pulled back into a ponytail that extended to her mid-back. Hellflower, at least for today, had forsaken her mature and erudite look for something a lot more valiant and heroic.

Cloudhawk was struck by the strange change in attire. “What’s our greatest scientist doing dressed like a sexy soldier?”

Hellflower’s eyes flicked towards Barb, who was standing nearby. “I have something secret to discuss with the governor. If you wouldn’t mind giving us some privacy?”

“What secret am I not supposed to know?” Barb was displeased with being kept out of the loop. “I’m one of His Excellency’s most trusted people!”

Barb was a curious person by nature, so she found Hellflower’s attempt to keep her in the dark especially rankling. However, Cloudhawk didn’t intervene on her behalf. Hellflower was strange, but her decisions always had a logical basis. She had to have a reason for asking Barb to give them space.

Cloudhawk nodded at her to comply. With no other options, Barb chose to sulk a short distance away.

He watched her go, then returned his attention to Hellflower. “What’s up? Why all the mystery? If you’re planning on bothering Her Majesty the Shepherd God, then you can count me the fuck out.”

Autumn’s lips curled in a disdainful smirk. This foolish mortal thought his false respect hid what he really thought. Humans are such hypocrites.

Hellflower leaped at him with a weapon in hand. “First, let’s see you eat my rod!”

Eh? That wasn’t an ordinary cudgel. It was an exorcist rod. He recognized it right away as one of the dragon-iron rods they produced here. He was so focused on the weapon that when it started to spin, he initially didn’t understand the implications. With a fierce scream, Hellflower swung it right at Cloudhawk’s face.

What the fuck? Since when could Hellflower use an exorcist staff? She isn’t a demon hunter, nor has she ever shown psychic talent.

He deflected it with his gauntlet and felt the considerable flow of power the strike delivered. Using the relic’s power, he deflected the energy away from himself and Hellflower so as not to harm her. The blast of energy tore into the earth nearby, kicking up the rich soil beneath.

Hellflower was still struck by some of the blowback and staggered back a few steps. It took her a moment, but she regained her footing.

“I use my rod pretty well, huh?”

She flung the exorcist rod from one hand to the other in a showy display.

Cloudhawk had never been formally trained in how to use an exorcist staff, but he did know that training mental powers was no easy feat. Even the students in Claudia’s demon hunter class – aside from Blue – couldn’t effectively use one yet.

Hellflower had never received any sort of demon hunter training. In fact, she had never even shown any measure of such talent. There was no conceivable way she could use an exorcist rod.

So how was she doing it? What sorcery had she employed to get it to respond to her?

“Don’t look at me like that. I’m not a magician. It’s all thanks to our great Shepherd God and her wisdom.” She opened her left hand, revealing an orb about the size of an eyeball. “Look, our latest and greatest discovery, a treasure produced by the combination of godly wisdom and human technology – the psychic pearl!”

Psychic pearl? Cloudhawk understood without needing Hellflower’s explanation.

The first thing he sensed when he saw it was the energy coming off the orb. It wasn’t a relic. It was pure psychic energy. In a way, it was a lot like the sea of psychic energy that had been locked inside the phase stone.

Of course, if the energy within the phase stone could be described as a sea, then the pearl in Hellflower’s hand was a puddle.

When he thought about the mental energies of his predecessor and the stone it’d been housed in, he understood. It meant that psychic energy was a resource that could be stored, even transferred. And if demons could do it, why not gods? The gods had overcome the demons in their terrible war, after all. That meant they were better in some ways at least.

So the Shepherd God had found some way to create these psychic beads. What an interesting thought! Cloudhawk had to ask. “How did you make it?”

“Do you remember the spirit creatures we found in that other dimension?” She was referring to the strange ethereal things they’d encountered around the ruins in the mushroom world. “Those are the spirits of ancient demon hunters, even some gods. In the moments of their deaths, their mental energies and willpower fused to create a new form of existence. Incredible, right? I don’t know exactly how it happened – I still need to do more research – but I suspect it has something to do with the combination of spirit essence and quantum science. These are areas of godly knowledge we mortals haven’t come to master yet.”

“Well, don’t bother explaining cuz I have no idea what the hell you’re saying.” Cloudhawk took the pearl from her hand and gave it the once over. “What I can see is that this thing allows you to use psychic energy, right? So you found a way to turn those spirits into these psychic pearls, and the energy of the pearls can turn someone into a demon hunter?”

The reason Cloudhawk had advanced so far so quickly was largely because of the inheritance locked in the Demon King’s phase stone. Although the power in the pearl was a fraction of what had been in the stone, what if they could funnel it directly into a normal person? Why would anyone have to train bitterly to be a demon hunter anymore if they could be infused with power?

“It’s not that easy!” Autumn interjected. She jumped off her crystal mount, her emerald gown flowing in the wind like a falling leaf. She landed gently on the ground. “The Demon King’s inheritance is complicated, and the choice of vessel is more demanding. Only a very specific type of person could accept what was locked inside. A very precise series of events is required, and if it is not done exactly, then ten thousand years could pass before another Demon King arises.”

These psychic pearls were not an inheritance. Rather, they were the extracted and condensed essences of those spirits given physical form. Once their mental energies were coalesced, some mysterious method was used to force them into the pearl for common use.

To put it more simply, psychic pearls could only be used to awaken relics. They couldn’t be combined with a person to strengthen or create demon hunter talent. They were limited in use and scope, and once their power was exhausted, it would not return.

So it wasn’t Hellflower that used the exorcist rod. Actually, she had just found a way to have the pearl resonate with the relic and awaken it for her. Unless one knew otherwise, it looked like she had suddenly evolved the ability to use relics out of the blue.

Cloudhawk had to admit that he was a little disappointed. However, that did not take away from how incredible this discovery was. If Hellflower could use an exorcist rod with the help of a pearl, why not others? Cloudhawk could manufacture enough of these to build a fake demon hunter army and vastly increase Greenland’s power.

He pressed for more answers. “How many have you made?”

Autumn answered, “The number we can make is contingent upon how many of those spirits you can bring back. On average, one ordinary spirit can be processed into five to ten pearls. Each pearl contains roughly the equivalent of an average demon hunter’s psychic energy.”

Cloudhawk’s eyes sparkled. That was good enough.

What was stopping him from making a whole battalion of demon-hunter-like soldiers, equipped with psychic pearls and exorcist rods or bows? Imitation demon hunters, sure, but he could make in half the time what the Cloude family had taken generations to produce.

He would love to pull out a fighting force like that and watch Elysian heads explode in confusion.

Autumn went on, “The uses of these psychic pearls go far beyond what you can imagine.”


35 / Dimensional Portal


Psychic pearls were items only the gods could create. However, during the four years Cloudhawk lived in the Elysian lands, he’d never heard of them.

He supposed it made sense. If everyone knew there was something that allowed any average person to use relics out there, why should they respect demon hunters the way they did?

Autumn might have taken over a mortal body, but she kept the wisdom she had as a god. She used that secret knowledge to extract the energies of the spirits they captured to make these pearls.

Godly society was so strange and unique. The technologies they employed were completely different from those the ancient humans used. Relics, for example, were an extension of their strange techniques. Everything they built was constructed on a foundation of psychic power.

Humanity only developed their mental talents after being enlightened by the gods. However, they didn’t understand that it was an inborn power – most humans believed these psychic abilities were bestowed upon them by the gods themselves.

By creating the pearl, the Shepherd revealed at least one thing: Psychic power wasn’t some ethereal, intractable enigma. It was more like lightning or electricity – mysterious at first to the uninitiated, but with the right methods, it became controllable.

What if they’d been making these pearls all along? Every society needed fuel to power itself. Was this the energy source the gods used to perform their miraculous feats?

He had to wonder… Elysians had a saying that the spirits of the strongest, smartest, and most devout humans went to Mount Sumeru when they died. Back in the day, Cloudhawk wouldn’t have cared much about the implications. Until recently, he viewed the idea of spirits as superstition. After all, a spirit wasn’t something you could see or touch. But now, he could see and touch these psychic pearls, which were powered by the residual energies of those who died. By spirits.

Cloudhawk’s mind began to race with conspiracies.

When the gods helped humanity defeat the demons, they ostensibly did it for free. Supposedly, out of a spirit of profound benevolence, they built the marvelous Elysian lands for the humans to reside on, gifting them power and civilization. Predictably, the tens of millions of people who were chosen to live in these utopias began to worship these great and selfless deities.

But was their selflessness genuine?

Cloudhawk had learned that gods were not the omnipotent creators they were purported to be. Really, they were just a more advanced species than the humans they’d come to support. They were a higher grade of being, much like humans were a more evolved version of apes. When humans gave them warmth and shelter, food and safety, apes looked at men like gods.

But how could they know if these gods were selfless or if they simply served their own secret agendas?

The temple they found in the mushroom world was the most convincing evidence of his dark theory. When they explored the place, he and Hellflower learned that a huge number of demon hunters and clergy had banded together to charge into their temple and slay their gods. The arm they found showed that they were at least partially successful.

What would make these former believers so furious? What would make them attack their own gods? What did that long-dead civilization discover?

Hellflower shuffled close and poked him. “Did you hear what she said? Why are you just standing there like an idiot?”

He brought his thoughts back to the moment at hand. “So you’re telling me that they are more than just external energy sources for relics? What other incredible things can they do?”

Autumn knew many secrets, most of which she was loath to disclose. The other uses for the pearls were no exception. Cloudhawk didn’t know what she was so afraid of, but if she wasn’t going to share, he wasn’t going to risk her anger by pressing the issue. He had his theories, and he would seek out the truth when the opportunity presented itself.

Right now, he would use them to make his young society stronger. He wouldn’t turn down anything that made him or his people more powerful.

Autumn turned their attention towards the small shrine. “Inside this shrine are seventy-five more psychic pearls. Their energies travel through the godly pathways and aggregate here. It is comparable to the total psychic output of seventy-five demon hunters.”

Cloudhawk and Hellflower had made several trips to the mushroom world lately, but in total, they’d brought back only a handful of spirits. As far as he knew, not all of them had been used for this altar and the beads either. If what she said was true and one pearl equaled one demon hunter, then seventy-five of them combined were as strong as a Master Demon Hunter.

Cloudhawk pondered the implications. “Can this much power even be controlled?”

“Indeed, so long as the power remains focused by the shrine,” Autumn explained. “In other words, if you fought from atop the altar, you would wield the same destructive power as a Master Demon Hunter!”

If that was true, it would be incredible! Here in the center of Greenland City, this altar strengthened their defenses immensely!

“Right now, the power you wield is less than one percent of what the Demon King once commanded. But atop this altar, you can fight as he did. You could establish a permanent and stable dimensional portal instead of just leaping between dimensions.”

“Hey, did you hear that?” Hellflower’s face shone with excitement. “She’s saying that on this altar, your dimensional powers would be a hundred times stronger. You wouldn’t be restricted to taking just me. You could bring whole expeditions into faraway worlds!”

A gateway through the void? Cloudhawk listened with equal parts understanding and doubt. He grasped the main idea from its name. At present, Cloudhawk could only transport himself and one other across space, but with more mental power, he could bring more people with him. It sounded like he could even carve out a more semi-permanent tunnel, a dimensional portal.

Before, he’d only slit an opening in the fabric of space-time. Autumn’s efforts meant he could drill a wormhole. That’s the gist of what they were telling him.

He was finding it hard to believe since no one but he understood the sheer amount of effort it took to leap across dimensions. Bringing Hellflower with him was already an incredibly difficult task. Bringing a whole crew sounded about as likely as making the sun rise from the west.

Autumn had grown weary of explanations and didn’t bother trying to convince him. “Try it and you will see.”

Cloudhawk walked up to the altar. When he did, the structure reached out with tentacle-like vines. When they touched him, a connection was immediately made, as if they were a part of him.

A strange sensation came over him. His mind reached through a network of dozens of energetic lines that weren’t his but were his to manipulate. He felt like a general whose army was waiting for his command.

Cloudhawk extended his hands in front of him, palms facing each other, and called for the power of the phase stone hiding within him.

There was a flash of light! When it receded, a pitch-black rock hovered between his hands. It hung in midair, shining brightly.

Cloudhawk watched threads of energy reaching through the air. At his call, they swirled towards the stone like rivers towards the ocean. Ripples of power radiated out from it. It was a familiar reaction, one that manifested when he pierced the dimensional barrier.

He felt that he could easily rip open a path and slip into a new world, but he held back. Instead, he poured more energy into the fissure until he felt his head begin to pound. It was his old wound acting up, the pain that arose when he used too much mental energy.

In that instant, he began to absorb the energy of the altar. At the same time, the others who were watching heard a sharp sound, like that of a mirror shattering.

The area right in front of Cloudhawk fell in on itself. Cracks appeared, stretching from the center and expanding outwards. In an instant, each crack grew exponentially, as though some unseen power was pressing on reality and trying to break through.

Then, an explosion. Cloudhawk was flung back several steps.

He couldn’t believe his eyes as a spiral portal appeared before him. On the other side, he could barely see the distorted scene of a vast and familiar mushroom forest.

“You did it!” Even the stoic Hellflower was as giddy as a child when she saw what he’d accomplished. And why shouldn't she be? This was a tremendous leap of progress! Cloudhawk wasn’t the Demon King, not yet, but he could already create a dimensional portal!

Cloudhawk waved his hand, and the phase stone retracted back into his palm, but the portal left behind remained unchanged. It didn’t weaken at all because the power that created it had yet to be expended.

Only when someone passed through the portal would it draw on his energies. So long as the psychic energies that sustained it remained, this dimensional portal would remain open.

He’d done it! He’d opened a full dimensional portal!

Cloudhawk remembered when he first got the phase stone, as well as the scene that followed with the fallen Demon King. He’d called it a “key”, and Cloudhawk now finally understood why. It was the tool that he’d used to open the dimensional portals.

“With power like this, it is no wonder the demons could be defeated but not eradicated. Could it be that the Demon King sent his kin to other places after the war was lost?”

Cloudhawk thought for a moment and was struck by a revelation. “Mount Sumeru, Gehenna... these places aren’t in our world.”

Those names weren’t literal. Mount Sumeru wasn’t a mountain somewhere, and the Abyss of Gehenna wasn’t a literal abyss.

He looked into the swirling portal. “So with this thing open, we can send a bunch of people through."

“That’s right!” Hellflower approached him. “With just the two of us shuttling back and forth, we’re wasting time and energy. It’s very inefficient. Instead, we can establish a task force specifically for exploring these dimensions and bringing back resources. We could grow a hundred times faster than we already are!”

Cloudhawk fully understood just how incredible his dimensional powers were. With these secrets revealed, Greenland would quickly become as powerful as the most influential groups in the wastelands.


36 / Rhino's Decision


Rhino, Sandspire’s ultimate warrior, was a man known as much for his arrogance as for his strength. That mighty conceit took a blow when he suffered defeat at the hands of the southern strangers. It was one of the lowest points in his life.

But what he really couldn’t stomach – the fact that ached worst of all – was how that invincible southerner had crumbled before Greenland’s plain-looking representative.

Such a dramatic difference in power made Rhino finally grasp how insignificant he really was. All of his posturing and conceit were merely a show. He had been the biggest ant in the anthill and ended up getting stomped on by an elephant.

Although Rhino was somebody in Sandspire, that city was nothing compared to the vastness of the wastes. Out there in the barren expanse, he didn’t even amount to a fart in the wind. Before the truly strong, he was about as threatening as an insect.

Luckily, his hide-like flesh had saved his life, though the defeat was a crushing and bitter one. The wounds it left behind weren’t of his body but of his spirit. It changed him. Thus, as he recuperated, he threatened no one and kept to himself.

He had finally seen what true power was in this world. He knew he had no right to be so arrogant any longer.

As he came face-to-face with the crushing realization, an idea started to rumble around in Rhino’s head. It was an idea that got its hooks into him, one he couldn’t let go of. So it was that after a few days, he acted on that idea.

Rhino made a final visit to Sand Viper before setting off. The city’s governor was a little shocked and unhappy with the sudden change. “You’re preparing to leave?”

The three-meter-tall giant of a man had on his chest a scar about the size of a wash basin. After becoming healthy enough to move, Rhino had decided it was time to go.

Sandspire didn’t have many capable men. It was a shame to see him go. Sand Viper’s displeasure was evident on his face. Things were rather unstable in the city as of late, and word was that Three-Eyed Spider was back in the southern wastes. It was only a matter of time before he turned his focus on his former haunts.

Three-Eyed Spider was not a threat Sand Viper could afford to ignore. The former must have joined a dangerous northern organization by now.

So there was no question that when – not if – Three-Eyed Spider decided to act, Sandspire would be in serious trouble. This fact kept Sand Viper up at night. In fact, the only reason he hadn’t abdicated his control over the city already was because of Greenland’s support.

“I’m just here to tell you what I’ve decided. It’s not up for discussion. I’m leaving, and no one can convince me to stay.” Rhino was just as stubborn as his namesake. He was steadfast no matter what stood in his way. “I plan to wander the wastelands. Sandspire is too small, and if I stay here for the rest of my life, I’ll never learn what the world is really like. I won’t ever learn what true strength is. Now that I’ve said my piece, there’s nothing more to it. I don’t think we’ll ever see each other again.”

And that was that. Rhino turned around and left.

Sand Viper couldn’t say he didn’t understand the sentiment. Rhino was an important piece of Sand Viper’s strength, but he wasn’t going to try and compel him to stay. After suffering such a humiliating loss… the mental effects had to be catastrophic for Rhino.

“If you want to leave, I won’t stop you. But if the rumors are true and the southern wilds are stirring, now isn’t the time to go wandering aimlessly. Have you thought about where you’ll go?”

Rhino hesitated. He had no answer to give. He’d only decided that it was time to go but had given no thought as to where.

“The wastelands are in crisis. So far as I can see, if you leave without a plan, even a man as strong as you will be taken by the desert sooner rather than later.” A thought occurred to the governor, which he voiced immediately. “I have a recommendation if you’re willing to try your luck.”

“Where do you suggest?” Rhino asked.

“Greenland!”

Rhino’s ugly face twisted into a dour scowl.

“Greenland has put it out that they’re looking for capable people and have scoured the wastes for two sorts. The first are those with a wealth of knowledge and experience, and the others are the strongest warriors they can find. I heard there have been quite a number of people who’ve already flocked to the city to see if they can make the cut. If you do, you’ll immediately have status and a slew of benefits.”

Sand Viper rose to his feet. “Look, it’s no secret that you can’t beat those folks who wield supernatural powers. But that doesn’t take away from the fact that you’re one hell of a warrior. I know they’ll see how important you are. Why not prove it to them?”

It was the first time Rhino had heard Greenland was recruiting. But was that what he wanted?

“You say you’re leaving Sandspire so you can see what real power is. Well, as far as I know, there are only three places you’ll find your answer: the south, the Elysian lands, and Greenland. Try as you might, I don’t think there’s any way you’re getting into the southern wilds or the Elysian lands,” Sand Viper said with certainty. “That leaves only Greenland for you to find what you’re after.”

The governor’s words made sense, but Rhino was still uncertain. Greenland had many strong and mysterious people. It was rich, safe, and definitely a fine place to make one’s living.

It wasn’t that he didn’t want to go. He’d insulted Greenland’s unimpressive leader when he’d come to visit, so what chance did he have of being accepted? He shared his concerns, to which Sand Viper laughed and assured him it would be alright.

Sand Viper and Cloudhawk had been in frequent contact over the last few days. After sixty years, the old man had learned to read a person’s character pretty well. Greenland’s new governor was a man with a mysterious past, powerful and domineering. Small grievances were of no concern, and in fact, if he let someone like Rhino get to him, then he would just be debasing himself.

Sand Viper had another thought. “How about I send Sand Tiger with you, bearing a letter of introduction from me? That should be more than enough to ensure nothing happens to you. That should be fine.”

Indeed, the suggestion made Rhino happy. Sand Viper was right. There was nowhere to go but Greenland, so he might as well set up shop there.

Rhino agreed and left. Sand Viper then immediately summoned his son.

“This is an excellent opportunity. Greenland’s criteria are growing stricter by the day for those they accept, but if you go with him, Rhino’s acceptance will be assured. He’ll be Greenland’s man.” Sand Viper quickly shared his idea. “Set out immediately with Rhino and your men. Don’t come back to Sandspire unless absolutely necessary.”

There was something unusual in the governor’s voice and words. On the surface, it looked like Sand Viper was trying to help Rhino out of the kindness of his heart. In reality, Rhino had just been conscripted as a bodyguard. The governor’s real intention was to send Sand Tiger to Greenland and install him there.

“Things are going to get bad in the wastelands. I have a feeling the coming fight will be unlike anything we’ve ever seen. I want you to be safe, and the safest place for you is Greenland.”

“If I go, then what about you?”

“Don’t worry about me. I am still Governor. They won’t get rid of me so easily. Anyhow, as my son, you will almost certainly be given special treatment in Greenland. Meanwhile, I can focus on matters here. There’s nothing to consider. Take advantage of this opportunity. There’s no time to waste.”

It was a grim premonition from Sand Viper. Greenland would become one of the few safe havens in the coming storm.

Sand Tiger knew his father to be a wise and prudent man, so he gathered his people and prepared to leave. All together, he had twenty men. Several of them were talented scientists, and among them were two particularly special characters. They were a brother and sister, newcomers to the city.

When news came to Gray Rabbit and Sister Bug that they would be leaving the city, they were terrified. Their whole world had consisted of Sandspire and the ruins surrounding it. They’d never known or cared about what existed outside.

If they’d been given a choice, they would never leave Sandspire. But they didn’t have a choice and weren’t even given an explanation. So they set off, an uneasy pair among a group with similar misgivings.

Sand Viper watched his son disappear into the horizon with a delighted smile on his face. This was as much as he could do. His son would be safe, and now he could focus all of his attention on other things.

Two days later.

Rhino led Sand Tiger and the rest of the group towards Greenland City. During the journey, they had been attacked several times by roving bands of mutated animals. Luckily, Rhino kept them all safe. Although the beasts around Greenland were often more dangerous than those around Sandspire, Rhino performed his bodyguard duties ably, and everyone stayed in one piece.

“This… this is Greenland?” Rhino was stunned when he saw the place.

Everyone had heard the stories, that Greenland City was a rare gem among the barren landscapes of the southern wastelands – a place covered in dense forests and vegetation. But now that Rhino saw it with his own eyes, he was amazed at the scope of it.

Even more striking was the seamless cascade of energy that shimmered around the border. To his eyes, it looked like a sort of massive glass bowl placed over the top of the forest. However, when he looked up, he saw different sorts of flying animals trying to get through, only to be repelled by the strange power.

It was some sort of shield! A protective covering that enveloped the whole area. What wastelander had ever encountered such a miraculous thing?

Were the stories true? Was this place protected by nature itself? Just the sight of this light curtain shield filled the onlookers with a sense of safety. When they came to the entrance, they found it flooded with wastelanders seeking entry.

A number of infamous and dangerous figures were patiently waiting in line.

It was incredible that Greenland could have such a draw on people. So many of the wastelands’ best people were here, hoping to earn a spot in the new realm! It filled Rhino with excitement. Here was a crowd of people no less powerful than him. A real collection of power.

All of them were waiting in line, hoping for a shot. Greenland was a paradise for men like this, a place where the mighty were as plentiful as the clouds.

This was the reason Rhino left, wasn’t it? It looked like coming to Greenland had been the right decision.


37 / Entering Greenland


The entrance to Greenland was overlooked by a small encampment. Here, the many different wanderers of the wastelands were put up while awaiting entry. Each was given food and water for free in the interim. To protect itself from those with ill-intentions, Greenland had to subject these outsiders to strict review criteria.

“We’re from Sandspire. My father is the governor.” Sand Tiger presented himself before one of the Talon guards. “I have a letter here written by my father, to be delivered to Governor Cloudhawk. With me here is Sandspire's strongest warrior, Rhino. We hope to join your city.”

The guard captain took Sand Tiger’s letter and read it over. “I don’t care where you came from. As long as you are from the outside, you need to go through the review process. We’ll take all your information first and then send someone to verify it.”

Was it really this strict? Sand Tiger opened his mouth to protest but was cut off.

“Hey, you up there in front! Stop wasting time, there’s a whole line here!” A group of burly mutants began to shout in frustration. With no other options, Sand Tiger stepped off to the side. It seemed like their only choice was to submit to the same checks as everyone else. Strange, though – this was the wastelands. No one knew anything except from word of mouth. What stopped visitors from simply making stuff up?

What process did Greenland have to see if they were telling the truth? He didn’t understand.

One of the guards led Sand Tiger and his crew to a temporary building. There, he gave them instructions. “This is where you’ll be staying. Every day, someone will come by with food and water. Don’t go wandering around or you’ll miss your chance to enter the realm. It’s not safe around here anyway.”

Thus, Sand Tiger and the others did as they were told. In addition to food, they were also given fuel for heaters to make their nights more comfortable.

The day slowly gave way to darkness. The temperature began to drop. The frailer sorts like Bug quickly began to shiver. Fortunately, a campfire was quickly lit, and the tent walls kept most of the wind out. Besides… Bug was frail, but she was still a wastelander. She was as tenacious as a roach.

More clusters of campfires appeared as daylight faded away. Between the lights and the camp residents, everything felt safe. After all, the sorts of people who came to Greenland for shelter were all strong, and the place was watched over by Talon guards.

Sand Tiger sat before the campfire. A vast and beautiful starry sky twinkled overhead. He chewed on some scraps of meat and looked around before muttering with a sense of wonder, “What sort of mysterious power does Greenland have, that they can entice so many strong wastelanders?”

Gray Rabbit and Sister Bug thought the same. They were stunned by the mystical look of the place when they arrived, but that alone wasn’t enough to draw so many incredible people from all of the wastes.

“Obviously, it’s because this place is safe.” A voice that crackled with the weight of age sounded from behind. Rhino and Sand Tiger turned towards the sound, and there they saw a group of figures standing by the tent. The one who spoke was a wrinkled gentleman who wore tattered clothes and a pair of glasses that were missing a lens. He walked up to their fire and spoke in a slow cadence. “For both the strong and the weak of any species, survival is paramount above all other needs. Our most basic desire is the desire to live. Am I right?”

Indeed, there was no way to dispute the fact. A safe place to lay your head was the dearest hope of any wastelander. For many, it was something they would never experience in their lives. They would live in hardship, surviving hand-to-mouth like insects skittering through the rubble.

Rhino gave this old man a closer look. He hadn’t heard or felt the stranger’s presence until he opened his mouth. That alone was proof that he was more than he appeared.

Rhino also spared a glance for the men he brought with him. One was a mutant with a simian face and two burly arms. While he was seated and showed no malice, Rhino was pretty certain he couldn’t protect himself if the mutant wanted a fight.

These are killers! Strong, dangerous killers!

Sand Tiger didn’t have his companion’s keen sense. So, with no reason to assume otherwise, he greeted them like friends. “Where are you from, elder?”

“I’m called Mirage, a wanderer of the wastelands.” Mirage then indicated the ape-like man beside him. “This is Ape. He had a crew in the Northern Barrens, but the fighting pushed him south. Who would’ve expected the troubles would follow him here as well?”

It was Sand Tiger’s turn to size up the old man. There was definitely something strange about his presence, while Ape appeared pretty average.

When Gray Rabbit watched the stranger, he noted that there was definitely something unique about the old man that set him apart from other wastelanders. His frail and shabby exterior was just a front. Rabbit didn’t believe for a second that he was as weak as he wanted others to think. Neither man had the same aggressive bearing Rhino carried with him.

“You’re a Seeker,” he blurted out. Greenland City wasn’t just looking for fighters. Talented scientists were also in high demand.

Mirage ran his fingers through his beard when confronted with the question. “I suppose you could say that. I am seeking something. Greenland looks like a fine place – young and exuberant. The wastelands are full of death, and places like this are hard to find.”

Sand Tiger asked the next question. “So you lot are also applying to enter?”

The old man’s answer was noncommittal. “It doesn’t matter much to me where I end up, but Greenland might have what I’m looking for.”

Sand Tiger and his small crew shared quiet glances. It was clear the old man was hiding something. Mirage wasn’t the only strange one either. Ape was his own mystery. All this time, he hadn’t said a single word. Mutants were known for rash action, but this one just sat there like a boulder.

Sand Tiger and the others knew when to stop asking questions. After all, everyone in this world had their own secrets. They were all trying to get into Greenland, so there was a chance they’d interact regularly in the days to come. Developing good relationships with future neighbors was a good idea.

One thing was certain, however. Greenland’s call to arms had definitely attracted some unique characters.
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Before the sun rose over the horizon the next day, a Talon guard approached their group of tents. “You’re up! Come with me.”

Sand Tiger and his group, along with Mirage and his crew, got up and did as the guard commanded. They lined up before a pretty, short-haired woman in worn and rugged demon hunter armor. In her hands, she held a folder and asked a series of questions from it as prospective citizens presented themselves. Once the questions were answered, they were let through.

Sand Tiger was stunned. “That’s how they confirm someone’s identity? Seems pretty sloppy…”

“What do you young folk know?” Mirage chastised from behind. “That woman is an Elysian demon hunter. Did you notice her necklace?”

They furtively glanced at the woman again, noticing the item for the first time. What did it have to do with the questioning?

“I suggest you think twice before saying anything false. Answer every question honestly. Otherwise, you’ll get tossed out on your ass.”

“Really?”

“That’s a relic, created by the gods. It allows her to read your mind.”

Mirage’s words would have been a terrible shock to anyone within earshot. The one asking questions was Barb, and indeed, the necklace she wore was the Seeker’s Torque.

The Torque’s special abilities allowed the bearer to sense a target’s mental and emotional state. It was a perception enhancer. When someone with less-than-noble intentions came near, the demon hunter could sense their schemes.

In short, it worked like a lie detector.

It was Cloudhawk’s idea, for he knew that the wastelands were full of snakes. It was important that Greenland didn’t let unsavory sorts in, and so it was well worth spending the extra time and effort to determine who was a fit for their young nation.

The time came for Rhino and Sand Tiger to face questioning. Each answered somewhere between twenty to thirty questions, and not a single word they spoke was false. When the process was done, they were let inside, apparently vetted. Next were Mirage and his crew.

Greenland had a dedicated fighting squad for rapid response missions. Indeed, with the oasis being as dangerous as it was, even experienced trackers often ran into trouble. To protect them, Greenland sent guards to act as escorts. As they were led into the forest, their stunned eyes stared every which way. The outsiders could hardly believe such a lush place existed in the blasted wastes.

However, their surprise was only just beginning. Eventually, the dense forests thinned to reveal Greenland City itself.

It towered over them like a giant of the forest. Neat and clean, its row upon row of gray towers reached into the sky. Its lanes ran straight and orderly towards the ancient (but well-maintained) fortress in the center.

Nearby was an absolutely enormous tree that rose above all else. As their eyes rose towards its canopy, they saw planes and unmanned drones zipping through the air.

Robotic men and dogs wandered the streets, weaving among clean and healthy citizens. What a magnificent display of order and cohesion! The street corners all had machines that broadcast messages from a local radio station. Towering mushrooms could be seen here and there as well.

It was like walking into another world. They’d never seen anything like it.

“Come with me. Let’s figure out what job you’ll get.”

Most of Sand Tiger’s small group were engineers by trade. Luckily for them, Greenland was still in the process of establishing its mechanical networks and needed plenty of people with these skills. They were given suitable positions. Mirage claimed to be proficient in medicine, a profession that counted among the Seekers and was in high demand.

As for Rhino and Ape? They knew how to hurt things. While Rhino had hardly any training, he was still as deadly as an Elysian officer. He was drafted into a special unit, one whose missions were far more dangerous than mere guard work.


38 / The Goshawks


The first thing newcomers did when entering the city was receive a job assignment. People like Rhino and Ape would waste their potential as laborers, so enlisting them in the special forces was the best decision. Such an appointment elevated their status in the city and provided them with unique resources and training to improve their strength.

The two men went to the barracks, wherein they saw nearly two hundred wastelander mutants milling about. Each and every one of them was monstrous in size, with the average height being around two hundred and fifty centimeters. From the perspective of “normal” people, this could only be described as one ugly group. Each freak was peculiar.

Most came from wastelander cities and outposts and had been the strongest those settlements had to offer. A few were sweepers who broke away from their clans. None were inferior to the long-dead mercenary captains of Tartarus Company, who Cloudhawk had met so many years ago.

About ten of them were comparable to Rhino, and roughly three were equal to Ape. Just being in the same room filled Rhino with a sense of danger.

A lineup like this was rare and spectacular in the wastelands. The resources needed to simply keep them in fighting shape were enough to make most governors’ heads explode. Just think of the drugs needed to beef them up and the food needed to keep them strong!

“Form up!” Rhino turned his head towards the shout. He, along with all the other mutants milling about, stopped what he was doing and rose to his feet. Like machines, they gathered into orderly lines, stiff as statues. It took them less than a breath to snap to attention, and not a single one was out of step.

“We’ve got a couple greenhorns for you today!” The one who was talking was a one-armed man who’d had his severed limb replaced with a mechanical one. Judging by his clothing, he was an Elysian of notable status but was otherwise nondescript.

The one-armed officer turned to Rhino. “I am Roc, commander of the Goshawks. Starting today, you are my charges, and this man here is your instructor, Rio.” Roc gestured at the Elysian soldier at his side.

“During your service, we will teach you the best martial techniques. You, who have only ever relied on brute strength, will learn what real might is. Our instructors will also teach you how to follow orders, turning you from a savage horde into a force of true wastelander elites. But there’s no such thing as a free lunch. If you want a spot in this town, you’re going to have to bust ass to earn it!”

Rhino was finally certain that he’d come to the right place. Nowhere else in the wastelands had the clout or resources to gather a group of high-grade fighters like this, much less train them. Wastelanders were proud, overbearing, and savage – Rhino among them. Forcing them to submit to a commanding officer was no easy feat.

Seeing this group hop to attention on command, silent and attentive, was nothing short of incredible. These instructors had to be something extraordinary because the only way to make wastelanders fall in line like this was through strength. Overwhelming strength was the only way to make them submit.

Ape was among the strongest in the new group, at least as far as Rhino could tell. The others recognized it too, and they immediately made him a squad leader. Rhino and the other greenhorns filled out the rest of the squad. Once they were settled in, they were told the Goshawk’s rules, which were simple: The strongest became squad leader. Anyone who was displeased with Ape’s leadership just had to beat him to take his spot. It was simply a matter of training harder. Beyond that, the only requirement was to follow orders!

It didn’t matter that their lives out in the wastes before were lawless ones. Now that they were in Greenland City, they had to tuck their tails between their legs and do what they were told. If they didn’t, they had no place here. They would lose their opportunity to grow stronger.

The Goshawks were few in number, but each and every one of them, from the instructors to the normal members, was a one-in-a-hundred fighter.

Now that he was a member, Rhino was trained in all manner of things. They worked on his strength, speed, endurance, and more. He was taught how to handle all sorts of weapons. He was also trained in martial arts styles only taught in Skycloud.

As for those who violated the Goshawk’s simple rules? Obviously, the only proper response was swift and severe punishment. The worst offenders would be immediately and unceremoniously thrown out of Greenland. Strict though the regime was, not a single mutant complained.

The Goshawks had a special squad whose job it was to oversee discipline. It was composed entirely of the Polaris family elite… and one particularly ornery drunk. While he didn’t look like much and was often absent, absolutely no one underestimated him.

Every handful of days, the drunk led them through a series of martial exercises. On the surface, he looked lame and half-starved, but when he demonstrated his martial arts, everyone was amazed. He was stronger than they could have ever imagined.

He could cleave hills in half with one swipe of his sword! He could redirect rivers with a halfhearted swing!

At last, Rhino fully understood why so many were willing to be here and do what they were told. If they could grasp even one percent of the power they were witnessing, they would become stronger than they could ever have achieved on their own.

Rhino eagerly threw himself into the training. Day after day, he worked as hard as his body would let him, and each night, he felt a little stronger. Over time, he settled into a rhythm. Just as he was starting to think that would be his life for the foreseeable future, one day, the instructors gathered the Goshawks in a field.

By now, the Goshawks had a standing roster of one hundred and twenty elite fighters, each one unique. Some specialized in speed, while others were sturdy and unyieldingly tough. Some were strong enough to punch through gates, and some had amazing regenerative powers. The Goshawks were a group of many talents, equipped to face any enemy.

They were a little over a hundred strong, but they could take on entire armies of wastelanders! Rhino was convinced that there was no stronger wastelander-only unit anywhere in the world.

This thought filled him with a happiness he hadn’t known before. It was pride, pride in himself and in the team he was a part of. Perhaps this was that “honor” thing their instructors were always yammering about.

“You’ve all been in Greenland for a little while now.” Roc appeared before the mutants. “Today, you will all be given your own weapons. Consider them a reward from the governor, a mark of your status as a Goshawk. Here is the first batch.”

A dozen Talon soldiers rolled a box before the crowd. When they opened it up, all the mutants looked at one another in wonder. Inside was a pile of large rods. They all varied in heft and length and had names etched into them. They were specially made for each Goshawk fighter.

“When I call your name, come forward and claim your weapon!”

Uncertain glances were shared among the mutants. These were just sticks. What was so special about them? Was this how the governor showed his appreciation for their strength and hard work? With all this junk? It was an insult! They should just have been given guns!

Most of them were mutants, often born with sturdier bodies than normal, and they had undergone grueling training for some time. It made them tougher and stronger. A few of them could even be called novice martial artists, and they were capable of punching through iron plates! What use did they have for a staff?

“Greenland’s governor, Cloudhawk, has personally made these for you. Don’t be fooled by how they look. These are anything but ordinary weapons. Try them for yourselves.”

Roc picked one out of the pile.

“You, come forward!”

Rhino did as instructed. The stick Roc had pulled out was his. For the first batch, only one in three of their crew would be receiving new weapons, and he was one of those chosen. They were picked for being particularly disciplined and hardworking.

His rod looked like a wolf’s fang. It was two meters long1 and was as thick as a man’s arm at its widest point. Rhino walked over to a sturdy metal target and, per Roc’s instructions, wrapped his hand around the glass-like bead inlaid in the handle.

Almost immediately, Rhino felt something moving through him. It was like some type of power that flowed out from his mind.

He raised the rod high… and what followed shocked everyone who watched. An incredible and mystical energy started to gather along the length of the weapon. Rhino felt it pulsing through him, and he released a roar of triumph!

“Aaaaaggghhh!” He slammed the weapon down onto the metal practice dummy. It struck with unspeakable force, blasting the dummy into shrapnel like it’d been made of glass.

“Did that really come from me?” Rhino looked down at the pieces of twisted metal peppering the ground. The expression on his face was one of disbelief. He wasn’t sure if it was real or if he was dreaming.

Yes… yes! This was power! This is what he’d been searching for!

His mutant companions gaped with open mouths. After living in Greenland for some time, they’d all seen demon hunters perform their mystical acts. It was unthinkable that this power gifted to mankind by the gods could be mastered by the heathen wastelanders.

Every mutant who got a rod from the first batch started to strut around like they owned the place. Their less fortunate companions were sick with envy.

Roc interrupted their boasting. “This is the first batch created by the governor. Each of you will have a chance to earn a weapon of your own. How soon you get it depends entirely on you.”

Excited growls rumbled through the mutants, and morale instantly skyrocketed. What the hell sort of person was their mysterious governor? In the blink of an eye, Cloudhawk became even more amazing and mysterious to these powerful fighters.

He was responsible for building this incredible place. He was surrounded by strong, capable, talented men sworn to his service. He was able to steal the power of the gods and place it in their hands. Was this not enough to earn genuine admiration and submission?

To be able to serve a lord such as him, their futures were bright indeed.



1 This is always a struggle, and it drives me nuts. The damn thing is always described as a rod or cudgel, but it’s given arbitrary lengths. This one is six chi long. A chi is an ancient unit of length corresponding to 33 centimeters. So this thing is two meters long. It’s fucking huge. Now, Rhino and most of the mutants here are two and a half to three meters tall so it fits them, but they sure as hell can’t be used as described, i.e. mostly one-handed like maces.

39 / Daily Progress


Cloudhawk was quietly watching from a distant corner near the training grounds, while behind him stood Dawn with her arms wrapped around Terrangelica. Her eyes burned with excitement. “These wastelanders were already really strong. The training has been going well, making them stronger. Now, with these relics you’ve been making and fixing for non-demon hunters… they have explosive power even demon hunters couldn’t stand against.”

Cloudhawk was an expert at doing the unexpected. If Elysians knew that ordinary folk were using relics – even the most basic ones – their eyes would pop out of their heads.

Most importantly, these weren’t just regular exorcist rods; they were self-activating ones! In other words, even though these Goshawks were heathens with no demon hunter training, they could still summon their mental power.

Those noble demon hunters would have their haughty airs ripped away in an instant if they saw this scene. They would be horrified to learn that mental prowess was not a god-given gift, just a form of energy like fire, wind, or light. The only secret lay in learning how to harness it.

Cloudhawk responded, “This is just the beginning.”

Dawn could tell that since coming to Greenland, Cloudhawk had become an entirely different person. He was still green, but step by step, he was becoming a real leader. Dawn was confident that in time, he would grow to be someone great. I knew there was a reason why I liked this guy so much!

“What do you think of their abilities, Dawn? What level would you say they are at?”

“They’re not at the level of martial artists, but they’re strong.” She gave her honest opinion with the closest comparisons she could think of. “I figure a hundred of these wastelander warriors could hold their own against a hundred low-grade demon hunters. The Goshawks would have an especially good chance if it came to close-quarters combat. But at a distance, I’d still say proper demon hunters would win.”

“Yeah?”

“Endurance, power, and speed go to the Goshawks, no question, at least when compared to average demon hunters. If you get the drop on them and start the fight at close range, then the Elysians would likely lose. But if they get caught at a distance or their targets manage to slip away? Mm. The demon hunters have the advantage since they have long-range relics to lean on. They could form up and cooperate to keep the mutants at bay. That’d probably win them the fight.”

“Pretty sound analysis, at least to me.” Cloudhawk cast a glance her way. “You’re not as dumb as people say.”

Dawn sputtered, “Who the hell said that? Calling me dumb? I’ll pummel their dumb asses into the dirt!”

Cloudhawk chuckled. In fact, Dawn was quite smart in any field she took an interest in. She had a genuine talent that seemed to extend to every discipline, and most of the time, she was able to teach herself everything she needed. So long as she applied herself to something, there was no question that she would achieve incredible results.

Because of this and all her hard work, she was considered akin to a deputy governor. Her tireless efforts had not only led to the rapid development of the city, but the family she brought with her had also become the backbone of the city. She deserved this status.

Cloudhawk’s voice dropped lower. “You’re right, they can’t compare to Elysian Templars. We need to work harder.”

“Hey hey hey, learn to be content, okay? In Skycloud, creating a demon hunter unit a hundred strong would take years of effort and resources. You’ve done it in a few months. There’s nothing to be disappointed about.” Dawn was rendered speechless by Cloudhawk’s insatiable ambitions. No, to aspire to match the Templars wasn’t just ambitious. It was nearly insane. They were the strongest warriors in Skycloud!

“Honestly, the full potential of this force isn’t even close to being realized.” Cloudhawk spoke with certainty. “These mutants are outstanding physical specimens and have incredible, tempered combat instincts. If they manage to truly master Skycloud’s martial arts and are equipped with a few basic relics, what’s stopping them from dominating a similar force of veteran demon hunters?”

Whatever his hopes, Cloudhawk had to admit the results up to now had been remarkable. He could only imagine the sort of havoc a force like this would wreak if thrown into the midst of battle.

As far as Dawn was concerned, Greenland was advancing at the speed of light. For the past two months, they’d been constantly sending out sorties to other realms to gather resources. The first crews consisted mostly of Talon soldiers. Every day, they went out to grab everything they could – relics, tools, spirits, plants, and so forth.

Those tools that seemed useful went with unidentified plants to the laboratories. Broken relics were given to Cloudhawk, and spirits were brought to the God Tree. Everyone had a role to play.

Autumn used the spirits as raw materials to create the psychic pearls. They were then sent to the fortress where Cloudhawk found various ways to make use of them – for example, as part of self-activating exorcist rods to equip the Goshawks.

Greenland’s manufacturing base had also grown by leaps and bounds, and a number of edible things had been recovered from other worlds to help fill out their agricultural communities.

Dawn had established several of those communities both inside Greenland and out in the outskirts. Now, they were working on erecting massive granaries that supported their burgeoning population, with plenty to spare for trade with other settlements.

Scientists from Sandspire and elsewhere in the wastes kept coming in. Currently, Greenland had a tally of about three hundred. The eboncrys engine Hellflower developed was already being employed throughout the city in various ways. It provided tremendous impetus for the development of new industries and the improvement of existing ones. Production was steaming ahead at a breakneck pace. New manufacturing plants and warehouses were being built all the time and could hardly keep up with the demand.

As for infrastructure and urban development, Greenland was enjoying amazing progress.

As chief designer, Gabriel had remodeled the entire city in less than three months. Of the city’s fifty thousand residents, over thirty thousand were now in newly constructed housing. The markets were bustling hubs of activity all day every day, and most citizens were able to find a job they were happy with.

Dawn, at least, was quite pleased and looked forward to a bright future. Greenland City was progressing day by day. Each step made them stronger.

They had plenty of water, limitless food stores, safety, and some of the best teachers in the world. They made their own relics, which in and of itself was an advantage that was unheard of and would grow with time.

Together, they’d created a city that defied expectations and exceeded imaginations. Through them, the wastelands were being lifted up.

As one of the city’s founders, Dawn naturally felt pride and expectation for what they’d built. If she had any regrets, it was that she and Cloudhawk had been too busy to spend time with one another. As a result, there’d been no way for their relationship to grow.

Dawn would not allow herself to fall behind Selene and Hellflower. She fervently believed that there was no one else qualified or destined to walk by Cloudhawk’s side forever.

Was Selene here helping him build a domain in the wastelands? No, nor could she. Baldur’s daughter was too noble, her ideals too stringent. She was imprisoned by her own stubborn beliefs. She couldn’t match Dawn’s attitude of determination in the face of self-destruction.

And Hellflower? She was just as busy as they were. If Dawn was being honest, she had to admit the scientist was just as responsible as the Polaris family for what Greenland had become. However, what Hellflower wanted wasn’t Cloudhawk. She only ever chased her own aims. No – only Dawn was compatible, for only she could combine her love and ideals to stand with Cloudhawk.

When she thought about it, she felt even firmer in her resolve. There was no going back.

“Skycloud and the south have been in a stalemate for so long. Even now, there’s still no news?” Cloudhawk and Dawn walked from the field back towards the city, shoulder to shoulder. “Have the scouts we sent out learned anything?”

“As far as I know, there’ve been a few scraps but no major confrontations. Elysians continue to build outposts through the region so that they can establish a permanent presence. Things are just as unclear regarding the Khan of Evernight. His wendigo and wargs are spread out everywhere, and hardly anything escapes his notice. Right now, neither side seems to have the upper hand.”

Cloudhawk rubbed his jaw. “Sure is strange. Whatever they’re planning, so long as they keep each other occupied, it’s good for us. We can’t afford to ignore this chance to build ourselves up. Our progress over the past few months is worth celebrating. We should go grab a drink!”

“Good idea.” His approval filled Dawn with joy. The two of them went to the fortress and sat down with a few bottles.

Greenland was only where it was today thanks to grueling teamwork. In just three months, the city had been transformed from a lawless backwater to a proper city. In the process, Dawn learned that the differences between the wastelands and Skycloud were arbitrary. The domain they’d built could be described as a miniature Elysian realm, and there’d be nothing wrong with that classification at all.

Cloudhawk had learned that so long as he was willing to fight for what he wanted, he could create a paradise even in the depths of hell.

After they had wined and dined to their heart’s content, Dawn returned to her small home. She was greeted by a Talon soldier who had come to deliver a report. “Miss, I have the latest news. A settlement in Rotwolf Ravine has been attacked by an unknown wastelander power. Their leader has been killed, and the settlement is in chaos.”

Dawn’s brows shot up. Greenland was taking in more and more territory. The stronger they became, the more settlements came under their banner. This settlement was one of the newer ones.

Greenland’s large influence and copious resources meant that there were very few who would dare risk their anger. Over time, the settlements that had come under their protection numbered nearly twenty, with another ten proper cities on top of that.

It was part of how Greenland had grown so large so quickly. The mutants who made up the Goshawks mostly came from these cities and outposts. Each settlement spread Greenland’s influence farther, spreading the word of their recruitment call.

When little brothers were bullied, it was the responsibility of the big brother to respond. Greenland couldn’t turn a blind eye.

Dawn scowled in irritation. “What shortsighted fool is spitting in our faces? I’ll go deal with this myself!”

The Talons soldier couldn’t help but interject, “Shouldn’t we first make a report to the governor?”

“Can’t you see he’s been busy? He’s got enough on his plate. We don’t need to trouble him with nonsense like this. We came here to share his burdens, not to add to them.” Dawn snatched up Terrangelica. “Right, that’s enough talk. Ready my plane. I’ll head there immediately and nip this in the bud.”

As promised, Dawn didn’t trouble Cloudhawk with a report. She took a few Polaris soldiers and set off to Rotwolf Ravine.


40 / Setup


Rotwolf Ravine was home to countless rotwolf nests. That’s how it earned its name. Settlers who were brave enough to make their homes there had established a place called Howling Outpost.

It wasn’t the best location for a settlement. Often, they were harassed by the rotwolves. However, the underground river provided enough incentive that the settlement had grown to house over ten thousand people despite the dangers.

Today, it was facing a calamity it was unprepared for. A group of sweepers had arrived from somewhere unknown and were trying to take the settlement.

Without a word, the invaders had attacked, slaughtering indiscriminately. Already, a hundred corpses lay strewn across the dirt roads, the outpost’s leader among them. The young and hearty were dragged away. Overnight, Howling Outpost had become a nest of violent sweepers who spent their days ravaging the remaining women. It was a sad picture, but in the savage wastelands, it was a familiar one.

Dawn approached from the air aboard one of Greenland’s planes. She could see the corpses left out to rot, many of which had become meals for the wolves.

“Bastards!” Fury bubbled up inside her. Howling Outpost was under Greenland’s protection. Were the fools who did this testing them? Did they think Greenland wouldn’t respond? Now that this evil deed was done, they couldn’t just sit back and watch. Today, it was Howling Outpost; tomorrow, who would be next? If Greenland didn’t stand by its promises, it would be only a matter of time before others started to question their reliability.

Dawn gestured towards the pilot. “Faster. Hurry up!”

They sped closer. Although some distance still remained, Dawn could clearly see the flames devouring the simple homes. Plumes of smoke rose and turned the sky an ominous ashy gray. Sweepers wandered through the outpost, slaughtering as they willed. She could hear the cries of pain and sadness carried on the wind.

Her anger boiled, nearly out of her control. But even so, she was clear-headed enough to recognize that something was amiss.

These worthless thugs could have attacked anywhere. Why Howling Outpost? Was it possible they didn’t know it was under Greenland’s protection? Unlikely. Greenland had been making waves for months. They surely must know what was going on. It didn’t make any sense.

However, it didn’t matter. Dawn pulled Terrangelica from its sheath in preparation.

From several hundred meters in the air, she jumped from her plane towards the outpost below. The shocked faces of her fellow Polaris soldiers watched from the plane, unable to stop her.

Dawn plummeted from the sky, her platinum blond hair whipping behind. Terrangelica was held firmly in her grasp, its dull gleam reflected in her murderous eyes. She would not allow anyone to disturb the tranquility they fought so hard for in Greenland. Anyone who dared challenge what they’d built would pay for their sins in blood.

As she neared, the sweepers below felt her lethal aura descending their way. They raised their heads and stared in shock.

So… beautiful!

Her lithe body, long legs, and voluptuous chest were the first things they noticed. It was like watching an angel descend from heaven. Surely there was no woman like her in the wastelands. She had to have come from some mystical place.

Dawned slammed into the ground. Her sword dug into the earth before her feet touched it, causing the terrain to explode. Power rippled out with Terrangelica as the epicenter, followed by blasts of energy that lashed out like serpents. Each blast caught the sweepers who tried to close in around her.

B-O-O-O-M!

A jagged spike of earth impaled a number of unfortunate attackers.

Hundreds more drilling spikes of stone erupted all around her in an instant. Her foes were killed or mauled before they had time to react. In the moment of her arrival, nearly a hundred sweepers were eliminated.

Those that remained stared at her in shock and horror. What human possessed this kind of power? Was this beautiful creature from the sky human or some sort of goddess? How else could she summon power like that?

The wastelanders shook themselves out of their stupor. “Fire! Kill the bitch. Kill her!”

Guns were raised and began to spray the area. But when the bullets came near, each one was deflected by an invisible wall of force.

Sparks were flying everywhere, but the bullets caused no damage! To the naked eye, it looked like Dawn was encased in a shell of glass. The bullets struck the glass and caused it to crack, but the fissures vanished as soon as they appeared.

“DIE, you roaches!” Dawn swung her sword, casting forth a blast of power in front of her. Nearly a dozen spikes as thick as bamboo shoots shot up from the ground beneath her attackers’ feet. They were impaled to death before they could even scream.

Since the battle in the Northern Barrens, Dawn had only grown even further in strength. Worthless thugs like these had no hope of giving her any trouble.

These wastelanders were fierce but not fearless. Dawn’s opening attack was enough to scare them to their core. Since bullets had no effect and it seemed even the earth rose up to fight for her, their efforts were pointless. Fleeing was their only option.

Dawn followed their retreat with a dark chuckle. So stupid to think they could threaten Greenland with such pathetic strength!

She pushed Terrangelica further into the ground and, shutting her eyes, extended her perception through the earth.

For a thousand meters all around, Dawn could hear the footsteps of her foes reverberating. She continued to flood her weapon with potent will. Spikes rose from the ground far in the distance at her command, silencing those frantic steps. The sweepers’ escape was brought to a sudden and bloody end.

Soon, the dirt paths turned into rivers of blood.

Eventually, the Polaris soldiers caught up to their mistress. Rushing to her side, they stared in amazement at the forest of stone spikes, stained red with gore. Corpses hung from them like grotesque ornaments. Some were still clinging to life, writhing in pain as blood leaked out onto the ground.

The soldiers looked at one another, their faces pale. Even they were stunned by the extent of their mistress’s power.

Her devastating sneak attack had been taxing, but Dawn buzzed with elation. This was the first time since her grandfather’s death that she could fully vent her frustrations. It felt like she’d been holding her breath all this time. Her desire for revenge was stalled, and that caused her endless frustration even though she knew she wasn’t prepared to get vengeance.

Dawn couldn’t cry to ease her pain like a normal girl. She couldn’t burden others with her troubles by talking it out either. Instead, she had worked to turn her grief and anger into strength. Rather than let it consume her, Dawn worked day and night using her weapon as a tool of creation. She built homes, warehouses, and farms until her mental powers were spent. When she had no more psychic strength left, she used her physical might until it recovered.

It was grueling work that quickly became exhausting. But, she soon began to harvest the rewards for all that effort.

Her strength quickly improved. Cloudhawk praised her efforts, and the citizens of Greenland respected her for what she accomplished. Little by little, the aching in her heart abated. Dawn had no idea what life had in store for her or whether she would ever get vengeance for her grandfather. But at least for now, she liked where life had brought her.

She would be perfectly happy living in Greenland with Cloudhawk forever. It wasn’t any kind of paradise, sure, but so long as he was there, Greenland was her utopia.

One of the soldiers trotted over with concern written on his face. He was one of the family elders. “Miss, you shouldn’t go running into the middle of the fight like that. You are our patriarch’s only granddaughter. If something happens to you, we would never be able to show our faces to the family again.”

“These worthless worms are hardly worth my time.” Dawn pulled her weapon from the ground, striking a dignified and imposing pose. She spoke, stressing every syllable. “So worthless that it was foolish to think they could threaten Greenland. Unless I’m wrong, they were ordered to be here… so since you’re here, you might as well come out!”

Her loud accusation was answered by dark laughter. “Heh heh… simply incredible how time changes a person. Our young miss has grown up!”

The sharp sound of a blade cutting through air reached their ears. But by the time the sound reached them, it was too late. The attack was incredibly fast.

“Watch out!”

Dawn’s defensive shell was barraged by a dozen attacks in an instant, and then came the sound of shattering glass. A streak of ominous magenta light caught Dawn in the chest, and the force flung her forty meters away. She only stopped after barreling through three nearby tents.

The Polaris soldiers didn’t know how to react. Figures appeared and closed in all around them.

The leader was a lean and insidious man. With him were a young man, a fat man, an old man with three eyes, and several others. They were few in number, but each one was frighteningly strong. The sneak attack that caught Dawn unprepared was launched by their leader.

Squall glared at the Polaris soldiers and sniffed derisively. “We were waiting for Cloudhawk. Instead, we got the Polaris dregs. I didn’t expect that the Elysian family had taken shelter with him. It seems our intelligence was incomplete.”

The Hand of Gehenna had learned that Greenland housed strong Elysians. It was in part what made Cloudhawk’s new realm grow so quickly. What they hadn’t known was that their Elysian supporters were the illustrious Polaris family.

Ravenous Tiger chortled and gloated. “The glory days of the Polaris family are over. Look how far they’ve fallen.”

“Their commander has not shown himself.” Inkspecter shook his head and waved a hand. “This lot is useless to us. Kill them.”


41 / Dawn's Fury


They had been ambushed! It was a trap set to lure in Greenland. The Polaris soldiers were not weak, but they could not fend off so many deadly foes at once.

But as they struggled, the whole outpost began to tremble as though their conflict had awakened an earthquake. A surge of power raced through, rising up from the ground.

Squall gritted his teeth. “She’s still alive!”

The earth split open, and a forest of stony spikes was spat into the sky.

A number of the Hand’s elite fighters were caught off guard. Too slow to react, they were impaled by a number of these spikes and died in gruesome fashion.

However, these men were far superior to the piddling sweepers they’d sent ahead. By feeling the slight changes occurring beneath them, most were able to predict and avoid the attacks. If Dawn hoped this alone would do them in, then she was mistaken.

A furious roar rang out from the choking smoke. A nearby wooden house was cleaved right in two.

Dawn ascended from the rubble and into the air. Her long platinum hair flowed behind her like a curtain of light. Though her clothes were tattered, her skin was still as smooth and luminous as jade. No mark or wound marred its milky surface. Dawn exploded onto the scene wrapped in an imposing air, like a war goddess seeking vengeance.

Inkspecter had launched that assassination attempt with his foul relic, Death and Decay. This was the same weapon that took the life of Dawn’s grandfather. After claiming the general’s life, the relic had weakened, but it was still a deadly tool. Dawn’s aegis mirror was similarly powerful, but it had been unable to protect her from the bite of her grandfather’s former adviser.

By all rights, even if that sneak attack hadn’t killed her, it should have at least taken her out of the fight!

However, the aegis mirror wasn’t her only Temple-derived source of protection. She bore another relic, from another temple, gifted to her by Cloudhawk. Because it was from him, she wore the silver armor all the time and never took it off. Today, it’d saved her life.

“We’ll hold them off.”

“Miss, get back to the city and warn Cloudhawk!”

Surprise and relief painted the face of the Polaris soldiers when they saw Dawn emerge. They cried out to her while fighting off the Hand’s advance. They were smart enough to know that not everyone would be leaving the ravine. At least they could give their lives to make sure their mistress did! If they didn’t, they would be dishonoring the general’s memory.

Dawn did not reply. She cast her eyes over her men, then at the encroaching members of the Hand of Gehenna. Finally, her gaze met Inkspecter’s. The anger that bloomed on her pretty face was like a smoldering volcano on the cusp of erupting. If looks could kill, Inkspecter would be ash.

This black-hearted traitor had lived among their family for twenty years! He’d watched Dawn grow into a woman. He had been her grandfather’s most trusted friend. Even to this day, she found it difficult to believe that this man had betrayed them and was responsible for Skye Polaris’s murder.

But, the facts were there. There was the proof, standing right in front of her. She couldn’t ignore reality.

Mr. Ink – no, Inkspecter. He was one of the devils responsible for Skye’s death. In fact, aside from Arcturus, he was the main culprit!

Dawn wasn’t there on that day. She didn’t know what happened, but it wasn’t hard to guess. If Inkspecter hadn’t used grandfather’s trust to lure him into a trap, Frost and Clay would never have succeeded. As strong as Skye was, those two fools would have been pummeled to paste by his fists. Killing him without some underhanded trick was out of the question.

He was the one who murdered her grandfather. He was the reason the Polaris family fell apart. He was responsible for ruining Dawn’s life!

“Despicable traitor!” Dawn no longer had control over her anger. She had to fight through the fury to form the words. “Why did you do it?! When had my family ever treated you unfairly?!”

Dawn’s hysterical questions boomed across the ruined outpost. The faintest trace of regret flitted across Inkspecter’s face.

“Day after day, I warned the General that he was getting old, that he had best step down. The world of the future wasn’t one he could grasp. He was a hero, but one of a bygone age. Unfortunately, your grandfather was a stubborn man. He never did learn when to back off. If he had only listened, we wouldn’t be here now. His doom was one of his own making. It would have all ended the same even if I never lifted my hand.”

Twenty years meant a lot in the life of a man. It was impossible that he would have no affection for Skycloud and the Polaris family after so many years. No, he was not heartless. He felt for his former home. Even if he was completely cold-blooded, even if his ambitions ran deep, he was still human.

As for how he felt towards the old War God?

He carried great guilt with him, deep inside his heart. Skye Polaris had been a forthright, honorable, and transparent man. Unfortunately, in this day and age, it was common for the stubborn and righteous to meet with grisly ends. The only reason Arcturus hadn’t moved against him sooner was because there had been no need. The Master Demon Hunter had any number of ways to eliminate the general whenever it pleased him.

His regret passed quickly, and the stony expression returned. “You call me a traitor? Then you missed the point. I have never been loyal to the Polaris family. My loyalties have always laid with Gehenna. The people of Skycloud are my sworn enemies. Once my identity was revealed, I performed the mission I was sent to achieve and killed the Elysian general!”

Dawn was quickly starting to lose control over her emotions.

“Hey, hey. Don’t you think we’ve talked enough?” Ravenous Tiger muttered from the sidelines. “We aren’t far from Greenland City. We need to wrap this up quickly. Otherwise, we’ll have their whole army on our heads. Cloudhawk isn’t an easy sort to deal with, to say nothing of the people he’s surrounded himself with.”

“Then get to work!”

“I’ll deal with her!”

Ravenous Tiger hefted his ax and ran towards Dawn to do as he promised. A faint shell of light sprang up around him.

Meanwhile, Dawn released the unbridled fury of Terrangelica. One after another, deadly awls of stone sprang up under Ravenous Tiger’s feet. But when they reached their target, the spikes were deflected by the shell of light, causing only ripples before exploding into dust.

The former governor of Fishmonger’s Borough laughed tauntingly. He was strong in his own right, and recently, he had been strengthened even more. Mystical secrets helped him to empower his psychic energies to this point, and now, he was half again as strong as he had been a year ago. He was eager to test himself against a formidable enemy like Dawn.

Three-Eyed Spider muttered, “Raven. Go as well.”

A faint red light glowed from behind Raven’s dark goggles before he leaped into the fray. Raven was a powerful and high-tech cyborg with as much fighting prowess as a veteran demon hunter.

Before Dawn could face off against Ravenous Tiger, Raven’s heavy machine gun fire was already screaming her way. Scalding lead was sprayed in a wide swath around her, leaving her nowhere to run. However, running wasn’t on her mind. Instead, she charged forward, her eyes filled with determination. She paid Raven no heed aside from casting her left hand in his direction.

A translucent shield formed around her hand. Raven’s gunfire struck it but did not break through.

Dawn’s face had turned as cold as a winter storm. With her left hand continuously deflecting bullets, she used her right to bring Terrangelica to bear. Finally, she hacked it towards her target and released a ribbon of martial and psychic energy. That streak of power roared towards Ravenous Tiger like a thunderbolt.

At the same moment, Ravenous Tiger lashed out with his ax. He cleaved it towards Dawn with the force of an avalanche.

The opposing powers collided, and for an instant, it felt like gravity increased a hundredfold.

Deafening cracks sounded as the earth split. In the end, it was Dawn’s attack that triumphed, piercing through Ravenous Tiger’s and ramming into his body. In her fury, the woman’s attack was twice as strong as normal.

A sound like something ripping filled the air. Ravenous Tiger’s shell of light warped.

What an incredible woman! Deflecting Raven with one hand and attacking Ravenous Tiger with the other?! She split her mental energies between two relics simultaneously and still managed to gain the upper hand in their clash. Not only did she possess incredible mental energy talent, but she was also a better martial artist than most Templars. It was no wonder she was lauded as the greatest hope for the future of the Polaris family.

Jealousy tugged at Ravenous Tiger’s heart. It wasn’t fair. They were both human. Yet, after years of grueling training, he still couldn’t best someone with superior talent. Why was it that some were born cursed with mediocrity, while others were given everything from the beginning? For some, the pursuit of their life’s goals was a constant struggle. For others, success was handed to them on a silver platter!

Dawn gave him no space to retaliate, and now that they were in close combat, Raven could no longer rely on his guns. Dawn allowed the aegis mirror’s protection to fade. Her left hand reached back and returned bearing a small shield.

It was the shield Cloudhawk helped her buy at auction. Although not a wondrous tool, even the most basic of relics were incredible in Dawn’s hands.

Dawn dug her heels into the dirt. Her mental and physical energy exploded into action, launching her forward. She smashed into Ravenous Tiger’s shell, shield first.

With a scream, the man was knocked off his feet. The impact alone had shattered at least ten bones.

Dawn brandished Terrangelica and was preparing to continue her assault when Raven took the opportunity to assail her with an explosive round. The barrel-fired grenade landed in between Dawn and Ravenous Tiger, and the explosion forced the two apart.

He is deadly! Raven leveled his heavy machine gun for another salvo. Even Dawn’s sturdy form couldn’t survive a direct shot. If she were exposed to this storm of metal, it would churn her body into paste.

However, her martial abilities were revealed in a remarkable display. She raised her shield and sword defensively before her. The tip of Terrangelica was shoved into the dirt, which again forced the ground to tremble violently.

A surge of power raced through the earth and into Raven, flinging him away. Dawn released her grip on the sword and fished out a small stone which she threw after him.

It was no ordinary stone, of course. The moment it left her hand, it began to grow, first to the size of her fist. By the time it struck the ground, it was already eight to nine meters across. Raven had managed to get his feet back under him and fired, but as much of the rock as he chipped away, just as much reformed a moment later.

He couldn’t blow it up, but at least his assault had slowed it down.

Dawn’s rock continued its miraculous change. After a few moments, it rose up to a full ten meters, becoming a gigantic humanoid that rose from the ground like a living mountain. Indomitable, unreal, with a single kick, it flung Raven several dozen meters away.

It trundled forward. All the while, the chips and flakes Raven had shot off regenerated. What terrifying power! What terrible strength!

Inkspecter watched with a dour frown. “Worthless.”

“This woman is strong, but she’s a spent bullet.” Squall knew that while Dawn’s attacks were mighty, she couldn’t keep them up for long. She was likely already at her limit. He stepped forward. “Now it’s my turn.”


42 / Setting the Stage


Squall dove forward with a murderous drive. Dawn met him with an ice-cold expression on her beautiful face. Her power was gathered and ready to be released on this foolish man. Only, just then, Squall juked to the side, revealing a dark figure behind him.

When this new foe leaped forward, he did so with a reaching black aura that choked the area in black smoke.

He was almost too fast to follow, and Dawn struggled to keep up with him. It was Blackfiend the Undying, Squall’s sinister shadow. Upon returning to the wastelands, Inkspecter used his dark powers to strengthen the monster. Squall’s deadly puppet was growing more lethal by the day.

Blackfiend led with a punch. It came crashing down on Dawn’s defenses like a storm of lightning and flame. The shell from her aegis mirror shattered. She staggered back as Blackfiend’s crushing blow rumbled through her. However, his sudden charge did nothing to dissuade her. On the contrary, Dawn’s resolve only hardened. A burning will to fight smoldered in her eyes. Never in her life had she been caught in such a pitched battle.

Terrangelica answered Blackfiend’s punch with a streaking arc. A keen line sliced through the fog.

The speed and power with which she lashed out was nothing short of incredible. Blackfiend was cut in half at the waist, and Dawn charged through his mangled body like a freight train.

He wasn’t her target. Inkspecter was the life she was desperate to take.

I’ll kill him. Kill him! KILL HIM! Dawn’s mind was a cacophony of sounds. A hundred thousand demons whispered in her ears, telling her to do whatever it took to cut down her grandfather’s killer. Skye Polaris’s death demanded retribution!

“I’m not done!”

The dark mist gathered into tendrils of smoke that were then sucked into Squall’s body. Dawn watched him swell to nearly twice his size. His left arm grew particularly threatening. It was now pitch-black, and when he swung it, the air around his arm rippled from the bloated power.

BANG!

Terrangelica hacked into the limb but left no wound. In that instant, Dawn felt a wave of exhaustion wash over her. Her mental powers were spent. She went for a second strike as Squall reached out to capture her weapon in his hand.

Dawn heaved her strength into the strike, attempting to cut his hand clean off and then into the man behind it.

Yet much to her dismay, her sword did less than nothing when it connected with Squall’s flesh, even though it could normally cleave through iron. Instead, the black arm devoured the power in the sword and left Dawn feeling weaker.

Squall’s demonic arm could drink energy! No matter how much force she put into her attacks, they were rendered useless.

Once more, Inkspecter intervened in the fight. He produced a strange relic in the shape of a long black thread, which he threw into the air. Once released, it grew thick and long, then wrapped itself around Dawn.

Before she could react, the Polaris descendant found herself held fast.

Inkspecter’s dark thread was unnaturally tenacious. No matter how Dawn struggled, she couldn’t break free. As the seconds passed, the thread continued to wrap itself around her until she was nearly encased in it, like a silkworm’s chrysalis. Only her head was currently left unfettered.

“There’s no use wasting energy.” Squall was entwined with tendrils of black smoke. He held Terrangelica in his left hand and threw it away like a child’s toy. He looked at Dawn with an expression of deep contempt. “It was stupid to think you could beat us all on your own. Your fate was sealed the moment you arrived.”

The soldiers who arrived with Dawn were quickly overwhelmed and defeated. None remained to protect her. They were far enough away from Greenland that no help was forthcoming. Who knew how long it would take for them to learn what happened here? Or how long it would take them to respond?

Finding herself in a dire situation, Dawn’s mind went blank. All that remained was a blind fury that twisted her face. “Just kill me!”

“Kill you?” Ravenous Tiger regarded her with a toothy grin. “I don’t think I’ve ever come across a girl as pretty as you. You think we’ll let you off that easy?”

Ravenous Tiger reached out to stroke her face, while the other fighters watched with glimmering eyes and foul smirks.

Dawn Polaris was a storied beauty among the citizens of Skycloud and was from a respected noble lineage. She was a former Templar and an accomplished demon hunter. These despicable men had never seen a woman of her caliber before. Now that she was in their grasp… it was like their darkest dreams come true.

Perhaps today, they’d get a taste of a rare treat. One of Skycloud’s most precious flowers, prickly as a rose. Who’d have ever thought this would be her fate? The thought of what these wicked heathens would do…

Panic began to set in. Dawn thought about Cloudhawk, thought about her grandfather, and the sadness it summoned deflated her. There was nothing she could do. Never in her life had she imagined that she would find herself in this situation. She would rather kill herself if she were able.

However, as Ravenous Tiger’s hand reached out, another hand grabbed it and held it tight in a vice-like grip.

The fat man scowled petulantly at Squall. “What the fuck are you doing?”

Squall pushed him away. He used hardly any effort, but Ravenous Tiger staggered several steps back. He ignored the former governor’s anger. “Touch her and I promise you will die a horrible death.”

A cold light flashed through Ravenous Tiger’s eyes. “What, are you going to take her from me?”

“No. I know the man she runs with, and if you touch a hair on her head, you will wish you were never born.” An image swam up in Squall’s mind. Though distant, faint, it was the silhouette of someone who had left a deep impression on him. “Do you think you’re stronger than Adder?”

The anger fled from Ravenous Tiger’s posture. He understood what Squall was saying, but he continued to itch from seeing that enticing figure lying helplessly before him. He gritted his teeth. “Whether I live or die isn’t your concern. Mind your own fucking business!”

The other fighters were in quiet agreement. A woman like this was practically impossible to come across, much less capture. Now that the opportunity had fallen into their laps, who would be willing to pass it up?

How many chances like this came along in life? This went beyond just pleasures of the flesh. It was a profound spiritual victory. Dawn was a representation of Elysian nobility and superiority. If they could turn her into their whore, even for a night, then a gruesome death was well worth it.

Most everyone here came from the wastelands, and wastelanders lived in the present. Tomorrow was a luxury they couldn’t plan for. Their present had brought them here, where a delectable prize hung ripe for the plucking. Squall saw it in their eyes and scowled dangerously.

“Enough!” While they were so busy drooling over Dawn, no one noticed Inkspecter making his way through the crowd. His cold, unfeeling eyes swept over the soldiers. “I will not suffer your foolishness caused by a lack of self-control. That includes you, Ravenous Tiger!”

They simply didn’t understand. Why was this woman so off-limits?

Inkspecter turned to Dawn, who was still incapacitated. The look in his eyes was conflicted. No man could be as unmoving and unfeeling as the trees. When he took shelter with the Polaris family twenty years ago, this young woman was just learning how to talk. To say he watched her grow up was no exaggeration.

All his life, Inkspecter never had the comforts of a wife, children, or friends. In many ways, the man he helped kill was the closest thing he’d ever had to a friend. He did not regret killing Skye, but he did feel a pang of self-pity.

Now, here was Dawn, his only friend’s only granddaughter.

He responded to the crowd’s puzzled expressions with a tepid voice. “Have you all forgotten our mission as the Hand of Gehenna? Have you lost sight of our real target, Cloudhawk? Without question, our actions here will upset him. Each step further down this path will make it worse, and what you ache to do cannot be undone.”

A thoughtful pause followed as the fighters thought of the implications.

“If indeed he is truly the Demon King’s successor, do you want to take that risk? Have you really given thought to the potential consequences?”

“How is that possible? How can a human be the chosen of the Demon King?”

Inkspecter’s voice was calm but cold. “I cannot pretend to understand the breadth of the Demon King’s power. However, I know a little of dimensional abilities, enough to know it is exceedingly rare. It was our monarch’s signature mark, and for Cloudhawk to display this skill means there is a high chance he is indeed our target.”

Ravenous Tiger couldn’t help but interrupt, “That can’t be right. As far as I can tell, Cloudhawk has all sorts of abilities. Dimensional travel is just one of them.”

“A thousand years ago, when our Lord was defeated, He began the search for a suitable successor to facilitate His return. If this scion did not possess His power, then all of His efforts would be for naught.” Inkspecter continued, “The new Demon King will undoubtedly be stronger than the last. That is the only way he could contend against the God King! The only way to overcome Sumeru!”

They stared at their leader in dumbfounded silence. Squall was similarly quiet as he mulled over the facts. Could Cloudhawk, a mere mortal, really rise as the ruler of the demonkin? For the time being, there appeared to be very few active demons; Abaddon was the only one he knew about. What Squall did know was that every one of those creatures commanded stupendous power.

As more awakened and banded together, what reason did they have to think such creatures would bend to a human?

“So what should we do with her then?” Three-Eyed Spider added his voice to the discussion. “Keeping her would only bring us trouble. What will we do if Greenland shows up in full force?”

Inkspecter addressed his concerns. “Dawn is a traitor to the Elysian lands. We deliver her to the expeditionary force. I imagine they would be happy to have her.”

They pondered the idea. If they gave her to the expeditionary force, she would be immediately apprehended as a turncoat. Her trial would probably be immediate and her punishment swift. What would Greenland do then?

That would be one hell of a show to watch. It would also be an opportunity for them to see just what Cloudhawk was capable of.

Inkspecter was not certain that Cloudhawk was the one they were looking for. If he was not, then it didn’t matter if he died by Elysian hands. If he was the Demon King’s successor, then he wouldn’t hide in his hole like a rodent.

He would stand up. He would fight! This was destiny – unavoidable fate. No choice or action could change the inevitable. The life of the Demon King was one of strife and struggle.

Dawn had guessed correctly that these bastards were planning to use her to get to Cloudhawk. It made her even angrier. Being used to hurt the one she cared for was a fate worse than death.

All this about a Demon King? Nonsense! Cloudhawk was Cloudhawk! He was his own man! This piece of shit Inkspecter had already killed her grandfather and was now plotting to destroy Cloudhawk. The traitor had set his sights on the two most important people in her life.


43 / The Khan's Visit


Lately, Cloudhawk had been spending most of his time in his lab. A steady flow of things for him to research came pouring in from the other world through the portal he’d created. While he had yet to build a relic he could be proud of, he had already mastered the creation of exorcist bows and rods.

Bit by bit, his understanding of relics and their creation deepened. The wasteland-style exorcist rod was proof. Inset with the psychic pearl, it could produce as much stopping power as a regular relic in the hands of a normal demon hunter, or perhaps even more.

It was a crucial discovery. By making even these basic relics independent from the bearer’s psychic energies, he’d shattered the barrier between normal people and demon hunters, between wastelanders and Elysians. In creating these relics, Cloudhawk dispelled the myth that they were solely provided by the gods. Relics weren’t divine gifts. They were tools with a unique source of power. That was all. Mental energy wasn’t some god-granted power either. It was a power source that was extractable and transformable.

Meanwhile, Greenland had continued to attract powerful people from all across the southern wastes. These highly evolved wastelanders had grown up in a land that was harsh and unforgiving. All they needed to become elite fighters was a little training in the Elysian style and a few pointers in martial arts. Then, with the relics provided by Cloudhawk, they became practically unstoppable.

Right now, the only thing they lacked was time to build up.

The Goshawks were only about a hundred strong and still untrained. So far, the secrets of martial arts were still mysteries to them, but there was nothing Cloudhawk could do about that. He had to admit with some pride, however, that the Goshawks were already a singular unit, and it was unlikely any other group in the wilds could stand up to them. In fact, he was sure that if you threw them into the heart of Skycloud, they could go toe-to-toe with any other unit of similar size and come out on top – with the exception of Templars.

And this was just the beginning! Given a couple of years, Cloudhawk could grow the Goshawks to several times their current size. They would all be martial artists, and each member would have at least two relics each. But that wasn’t enough. They would also be equipped with high-grade, high-tech weapons and ordnance. They would have the best armor technology could produce. He would mold them into true wastelander Templars!

If Templars existed to defend the Temple, then Goshawks existed to protect Greenland – to protect the dignity of their new home.

Once fully established, who would dare look down on wastelander strength? With them, Greenland would become as stable and established as a mountain. By then, when Greenland had been transformed into the paradise he envisioned, Cloudhawk would heap praise on the three women who made it happen.

Without Autumn’s help in establishing a border, Greenland wouldn’t have had the period of safety and seclusion it needed to grow. Also, her guidance in creating the dimensional portal ensured Greenland had plenty of resources to draw from. Hellflower’s worth and contributions were as plain as the nose on one’s face. She was the foremost scientist they had, a genius of invention and creation. From agricultural techniques to all manner of other inventions, she was at the head of it all.

However, of them all, Dawn deserved the most praise.

Her contributions to Greenland were the most wide-ranging, including bringing the Elysian soldiers that saved them in the beginning. With the Talons of God on his side, as well as veterans and elders from the Polaris family, they transformed every aspect of this city – from its foundation to its administration, from education to training. These soldiers lay at the crux of it all.

It was no exaggeration to say that without the Polaris family’s contribution and forces, Greenland City would very likely never have become the place it was today. This period of rapid growth would have been a pipe dream.

Dawn herself worked tirelessly and put in as much work as anyone else. Her efforts built the homes Greenland’s citizens now lived in. To accomplish so much in only a few months was a phenomenal and difficult task, even for her.

Every corner of this town was built through their blood and sweat. Cloudhawk considered his own position as leader and wryly noted how limited his contributions seemed.

The day wore on, and the pleasant glow of evening filtered through the semi-transparent barrier that protected them. Dappled rays of fading light were cast through the canopy and down upon the tranquil streets. Yet as he looked at the picturesque scene, for reasons unknown, Cloudhawk’s heart was disquieted.

It was too calm. The sort of calm you felt in the eye of a storm. He wasn’t sure why he felt so strange, but he trusted his sixth sense. There was definitely something ominous on the horizon.

“Bad news, Excellency! Miss Polaris has been captured!” Barb burst through the door with this dire bit of news.

Dawn? Captured? How? He’d seen her just a little while ago and she was fine.

Word of her capture quickly spread through the city. In under twenty minutes, their best and brightest were assembled. Hellflower, the drunk, Gabriel, and a number of the Polaris family’s best had gathered. Everyone was present, except for the single empty seat that belonged to Dawn.

“What the fuck happened?”

“It happened too fast. We’re only just hearing about it.” Hellflower pushed her goggles up higher on her nose. “Earlier this morning, a settlement near Greenland’s border called Howling Outpost was attacked. We’re not sure by who. When Dawn heard, she immediately gathered a few soldiers and went to investigate. Best we can tell, it was a trap and she walked into it.”

Cloudhawk’s face was all frowns and furrowed brows. “What do we know now?”

“We sent someone to find out what was going on. We found the bodies of several Polaris soldiers but no trace of Dawn. This leads us to believe she’s still alive but in the hands of the enemy.”

“Just from this one attack?”

“Impossible! How can a mere raid result in this?”

Representatives of the Polaris family clamored in shock. They were here because their mistress commanded it. If she was in trouble, then it would be a dereliction of duty to sit on their hands here in the city. If something happened to her, the shame on their names would be impossible to wash clean.

Even Roc, ever calm and collected, found himself trembling with anger. Dawn was the general’s only granddaughter. Whatever the cost, whatever the sacrifice, she had to be returned safely. If she died, then their lives would have no purpose.

“Everyone, calm down!” Hellflower scowled. “The enemy acts from the darkness, and we’re exposed in the light. We don’t even know who it is we’re up against. We need a target if we’re going to go racing after Dawn, don’t we?”

“There are only a handful of people in the wastelands strong enough to overpower Dawn.” Cloudhawk sat in his chair, the picture of calm. However, everyone knew that underneath that façade, a powerful and angry force was brewing. “This isn’t the way Elysians do things. If Skycloud came to capture people, it wouldn’t just be Dawn. Unless I’m mistaken, this was put together by wastelanders.”

His determination only made the Polaris soldiers more anxious to act. If their mistress was in the hands of those savages, it was even worse than they feared.

“There’s no one out here she’s made enemies with. The Polaris family hasn’t had any direct conflicts with any wastelander groups either. I don’t believe Dawn or the Polaris family was their intended target. They were either after me or a response from Greenland.” He thought for a moment, then rose to his feet. “Drunk, Gabby, prepare to leave. We’re going to Wolf’s Den.”

Hellflower blinked after hearing his announcement but quickly understood what he was thinking.

If indeed there were only a few organizations that could capture someone like Dawn, they were most likely from the south. The Khan of Evernight was highest on the list of suspects. And even if he wasn’t responsible, a visit to Wolf’s Den wouldn’t be a waste. If his organization was responsible, Cloudhawk could assail the Den directly and get Dawn back. If they weren’t, he could negotiate for aid or information from the Khan. If they used the wargs to help search for her, it would significantly cut down the time required.

They were preparing to leave when a messenger burst into the room. “Boss, there’s a group outside who’s here to see you. The Khan of Evernight is with them.”

This new development stunned everyone present. Cloudhawk was just off to see the man and here he was, presenting himself to them. Why? His sudden presence was more than just suspicious. They were almost certainly here regarding Dawn.

The Khan of Evernight had come with the Wendigo King and ten of his Black Knights. When Cloudhawk appeared, the Khan’s red eyes flared, and he wasted no time getting to the point. “I have the information you want.”

Cloudhawk was dangerously close to losing his temper. “What do you mean?”

“My intelligence sources have told me about a group from the Northern Barrens. They call themselves the Hand of Gehenna. It was they who laid the trap on the outskirts of Greenland’s influence and captured the Polaris girl – but I believe you to be the one they were after.”

“The Hand of Gehenna? Them...”

Cloudhawk’s hands curled into fists. Squall, you bastard. Now, that asshole had really made him mad. The next time they crossed paths, Cloudhawk promised himself he wouldn’t go easy.

The concerned faces of the Polaris clan members also turned dark with fury. They all knew the Hand of Gehenna was led by Inkspecter – the man who was once their patriarch’s closest adviser. The same man was responsible for all the tragedies that had laid them low.

Cloudhawk did not waste time. “Where are they?”

The Khan shook his head. “It is too late. Even if you pursue them immediately, you cannot save Dawn Polaris. My sources claim she was collected by Skycloud’s expeditionary force. The Hand is clever and knows they are no match for your strength. So, they intend to borrow another’s dagger to kill.”

The suspicion never fled from Cloudhawk’s gaze as he regarded the mysterious Khan. “I’m not on the best terms with that lot, but they don’t have a reason to come after me either. How do I know this isn’t some story you’ve cooked up?”

“You’re free to verify this intelligence on your own. However, I will caution that you have precious little time.” The Khan paused, and then -

“Greenland is not yet powerful enough to contend with the expeditionary force, but it would be… if we joined forces.”


44 / Bait


Cloudhawk neither accepted nor rejected the Khan’s offer. Likewise, the Khan did not press for an answer. In truth, Cloudhawk didn’t have much of a choice – just like the first time they’d met. He might have been able to avoid the rough seas when there was just one storm, but as two threatened to collide, there were no more safe ports for him to just wait it out in.

Either he rode the waves of the storm or got swept away by them. Often in one’s life, decisions would be forced. Sometimes, you could escape, but not always.

The members of the Polaris family were already sick with worry for Dawn and desperate to act. The moment she was handed to the expeditionary force, her situation became deadly. Yet, could they really align themselves with this sinister figure? He was the leader of a group whose goal was to obliterate their former home! The moment they stood with him, they would become sworn enemies of Skycloud.

The Polaris family had been protectors of the realm for hundreds of years. Their beloved patriarch had been its penultimate defender and had even died in Skycloud’s service.

Now, they were faced with a bitter decision: To save Dawn, were they willing to throw away hundreds of years of honor and doom their future generations to be marked as traitors? When they left Skycloud, it wasn’t because they were casting off Skycloud. They’d left to protest Arcturus’s power grab. They’d left with Dawn to gather strength and get vengeance for General Skye.

Never was it their intention to bring harm to Skycloud or its people. Those many citizens were completely innocent. Each person knew that if the general were alive today, he would balk at the mere suggestion, yet none could stomach the idea of abandoning Dawn to die.

Confusion, apprehension, and indecision overtook the crowd. Lost, they could only turn their eyes to Greenland’s leader to make the decision for them.

Cloudhawk’s expression was hidden beneath his bandages, but they could feel the tempest raging underneath those bindings. After a few moments of silence, he made his decision. “Not yet. It’s been only half a day since Dawn was captured. Even if she has been delivered to the expeditionary force, they haven’t had time to deliver her to their headquarters. Everyone, come with me. We’re setting off.”

Hellflower was taken aback by the decision. They were going to save her? Right now? Greenland wasn’t strong enough to do this on its own. Their new realm was only just stabilizing.

Aside from a handful Cloudhawk had brought with him, most of Greenland was administered by members of the Polaris family. The Goshawks were strong but still fresh and untested. They weren’t prepared for a full-scale battle with the Elysians.

Right now, they weren’t any more of a threat to Skycloud than the Dark Atom. How were they supposed to take on the entire Elysian army?

Yet, seeing things from Cloudhawk’s perspective, it wasn’t difficult to see why he made this choice. If they decided to join with the Khan of Evernight – to side with this mysterious southern power – Greenland would lose its purity. The peace and safety he wanted so much would be forever out of their reach.

The dangers were great and forever mounting, but Cloudhawk had to at least try, try to free Dawn with whatever power he could muster instead of selling the soul of his young nation.

Gathering a few of his core members, Cloudhawk set off immediately. Greenland’s fittest went with him, with only Hellflower and the Shepherd God staying behind. Their stop was Howling Outpost, where Dawn was captured. Once there, Cloudhawk had his scouts begin tracking.

They traveled nonstop through the night, covering hundreds of kilometers. As the sun was rising over the horizon, they arrived at the borders of an Elysian camp.

From the outside, there didn’t appear to be anything special about this outpost. It was a converted wastelander city where perhaps a few thousand troops had been stationed. No further trace of Dawn was found elsewhere, so she had to be somewhere in the base.

Cloudhawk shut his eyes and reached out with his mind. It was confirmed when he heard the familiar resonance coming from the center of the outpost. “I hear Terrangelica,” he announced.

Roc was eager to act. “Let’s cut our way through!”

“It’s not so simple,” Cloudhawk responded with a sigh. His expression was grave. “Terrangelica isn’t the only relic here, not by a long shot. They have a company of demon hunters stationed here too.”

The effect of this realization was reflected on their faces. Everyone knew how strong demon hunters were individually, and that strength was enhanced when they worked as a unit.

“How many?” the drunk asked.

Cloudhawk thought for a moment. “A couple hundred.”

Their faces darkened further. Even the drunk was surprised. “Skycloud has two major demon hunter organizations: Baldur’s League of Demon Hunters and Sterling’s Demon Hunter Corps. The League is a loosely affiliated organization, unlikely to have so many members gathered in one place. That means we’re facing the Corps.”

Up to now, Cloudhawk was mostly unfamiliar with the Demon Hunter Corps. He knew that the Crimson One and Wyrmsole had once been its highest officers.

If the Corps was here, it could only mean that the Cloude family was extending its reach into the south. And not only that, they were sending in the big guns.

The drunk shook his head. “I can’t take on two hundred demon hunters.”

Even someone with Vulkan’s strength was outmatched. All it would take was for them to be surrounded and bombarded on all sides by relics. Dead in seconds. That was the only outcome. After all, enough ants could kill an elephant, and demon hunters sure as shit weren’t ants. They were more like a pack of lions.

Two hundred demon hunters was just the icing on the bitter cake too. There were also several thousand Elysian troops to consider.

With this sort of opposition in their way, Cloudhawk and his crew were looking at a suicide mission. Dawn was also at their mercy, so acting recklessly could get her killed. No, direct force wasn’t the way to go. Cloudhawk waved his hand, indicating everyone to fall back and hold their positions.

“We can’t rush this. Let me sneak in and take a look around.”

Best-case scenario was to get in, grab Dawn, and get out without having to start a fight. If he was lucky, maybe he could get her out before anyone realized something was wrong. They could hide in an alternate reality until the danger passed. That way, they could walk away victorious without having to risk lives.

Cloudhawk stole into the base. The resonance led him towards a relatively well-maintained stone building.

Fifty or so soldiers were on constant patrol around its perimeter. That was proof enough that whatever they were keeping in there was important. Sure enough, the closer he got, the clearer Terrangelica’s resonance became. Gathering his will, Cloudhawk turned himself incorporeal and slipped through the outer wall. He continued to press deeper. A few moments later, he was in the center of the building.

Here it is… Cloudhawk saw Terrangelica piled on top of a bunch of other things. From the layout, Cloudhawk figured this place was being used as a prison. The room he was in now was where they put the things confiscated from inmates. He plucked the weapon from the pile and deposited it in his dimensional vault.

No reason to stick around here anymore. He looked around until he eventually found a figure locked away in the deepest recesses of the jail. Familiar chains held them fast, the sort of chains used to imprison demon hunters. Pretty, with long platinum blonde hair and familiar features – he’d found Dawn.

Several demon hunters were stationed around her cell.

Cloudhawk looked closer. Everything was right, from Dawn’s appearance right down to her petulant expression. Despite that, alarm bells were ringing in his brain. For four years, he’d been close friends with Dawn, so he knew her as well as anyone. Deep down, Cloudhawk knew the girl he was looking at was not Dawn. It was some sort of illusion. A good one, sure, but not good enough to mask the hum of the peculiar relic they used to perform the trick.

It was a trap. A demon hunter had taken on Dawn’s likeness.

Cloudhawk realized quickly that this was bait intended to make anyone sneaking around tip their hand. He was getting ready to back away when “Dawn” suddenly raised her head and looked in his direction with a cold glare. “You only just got here. Leaving so soon? Stay awhile and share a cup of tea!”

The surrounding demon hunters suddenly burst into motion as though responding to a command.

Fuck! They caught me!

Flashes of silver appeared in Cloudhawk’s hands. They lashed out like glimmering serpents towards the closest demon hunter. Luckily for his foes, they had a defensive relic that protected them. Even still, Cloudhawk’s Silver Serpents left a large gash on the shield. This group of demon hunters was formidable, he could tell that much.

“Dawn’s” body shimmered for a moment and became translucent, like rippling water. A few moments later, the platinum hair turned jet black, she grew taller, and those pleasant features he knew so well changed entirely. A concealing fog hung around this figure, just thick enough to conceal any revealing details. What had been Dawn a moment ago was now a living fog.

As he thought. A demon hunter. But not your ordinary demon hunter – one much stronger than your average veteran. Some sort of water-type relic must be what she was using to change her appearance.

Dawn wasn’t here. She wasn’t in this cell, this prison, probably not even in this base. It was likely constructed quickly for the sole purpose of drawing him in. And since these were some of Skycloud’s elite, they had definitely studied up on Cloudhawk’s abilities. They were ready.

He sensed countless relics begin to hum all at once. It was like a discordant orchestra coming from all directions at once. The ocean of sounds disrupted not only his stealth capabilities but his teleportation as well.

“Cloudhawk! Let’s see you try to escape today!”

A very old figure approached from behind. The moment he appeared, Cloudhawk could sense the strength pouring off of him. He knew in an instant that even at peak strength, he was not this man’s equal. Wounded, with no way to run, he was in dire straits.

Two hundred demon hunters. Thousands of troops. All put together for an elaborate trap. Even Arcturus would have a hard time escaping an ambush like this. There was only so much a single person could accomplish. Once their energy was spent, it was not difficult to surround and kill them.


45 / A Choice


The leader of the Demon Hunter Corps was none other than Oren Cloude.

He took up the mantle when Sterling abandoned his post. For him to immediately take up this position with the acceptance of the demon hunters under his command spoke to his abilities. For Cloudhawk in his current condition, his chances against this elite elder were slim. He held back instead of choosing to fight.

It was Oren that made the first move. He raised his right hand.

Oren’s relic was a unique one, a simple black glove. He extended a finger towards Cloudhawk. Before the younger man could react, a strange force fell over him.

It felt like several hundred balloons had been affixed to him. Cloudhawk felt gravity cease to hold sway and rocketed upwards, slamming into the ceiling with enough force to leave a dent.

Oren continued by motioning downward with the gloved hand.

Boom! Cloudhawk came crashing to earth. It felt like a mountain had fallen on top of him. Cracks spread out from the crater he made upon impact.

The power pouring from Oren’s glove increased with each passing moment. Cloudhawk felt like a fly under a flyswatter. Every time he tried to fight to his feet, the crushing pressure grew.

The floor couldn’t take it. Inch by inch, the stone began to give way. Cloudhawk’s joints popped, and his bones groaned. Held tight in his right hand was Ardent Wrath, heavy in and of itself but ten times heavier because of this awful power. The added weight made it impossible for him to lift his arm.

Oren’s stern, cold face bore the hint of a sneer. “I suggest you don’t waste your energy. Weak as you are, you stand no chance against me. Especially considering your condition.”

So that was this man’s power, gravity. The glove he wore allowed him to control how much or how little gravity there was in a given area.

The ground beneath Cloudhawk’s feet continued to crumble as gravity increased.

Oren’s power had been what had flung him into the ceiling then down again onto the floor like some kind of discarded rag doll. He felt completely enveloped, as though encased in rock. Furthermore, while Cloudhawk was locked down, Oren’s demon hunters weren’t idle.

First, a large net of blinding light was flung his way. The moment it fell over him, the net tightened until his hands and feet were bound to his sides. His already restricted movements became even more so. His eyes went wide as a dozen control and deadly relics were aimed in his direction.

Everyone was surrounding him. They’d left him no room to escape.

Although they were strong, Cloudhawk was not an easy target to pin down. This wasn’t his first time being caught in a bad spot. Over the course of his life, and especially these last few years, he had encountered many powerful and oppressive foes. He was here because he’d escaped those life-or-death encounters.

Cloudhawk reached out to the power of the phase stone sealed inside him. He released the full force of his mental prowess, holding nothing back. The gauntlet affixed to his left arm began to glow as though accumulating power.

“Everyone, get the fuck off of me!” His left arm punched through the net. He then drove his clenched fist into the ground.

What followed was a thunderous blast of sound and energy. A flash of light erupted from the gauntlet, followed by a shockwave that spread out in all directions like that from an exploding bomb. Everything near him – both people and relic energy – was flung away. Suddenly, the crushing gravity abated. The net that held him tightly was obliterated. Not a trace was left of any of the restraints they’d conjured to hold him down.

The demon hunters clambered back onto their feet, staring in disbelief. This guy had blown them all back with a single attack! What the hell was that relic on his arm? Incredible!

What they could not know was that this was a relic plucked from the severed arm of a god. How could such a thing be ordinary? It had the power to deflect all manner of powers directed at it. When activated by Cloudhawk, it released a wave of repellent force.

All relic power within the sphere of his gauntlet’s explosion vanished as though it never was. Cloudhawk stood in the center, Ardent Wrath in hand. In the next instant, the weapon blazed to life, and he hacked it in a deadly circle.

The flames reached out ten meters in every direction, radiating towards his foes. Ordinary defenses couldn’t keep it at bay, and everything it touched immediately became burning hot. A number of the weaker demon hunters could not withstand the power and were burned to ash.

Even the walls around him melted.

Once again, Cloudhawk called on his psychic force, this time detaching himself from reality. He used the blowback from his attack to shoot himself backwards. While he didn’t have time to teleport, this was enough to shove him through one of the nearby walls. He then disappeared from view.

“After him!” Cloudhawk was more difficult to handle than Oren had anticipated. Even against such odds, he was still able to flee. “You must bring him to me!”

Meanwhile, Cloudhawk staggered through walls and doorways as far as he was able. He could hear soldiers on his heels calling the alarm.

The expeditionary force’s crack demon hunters spread out to hunt him down. Their aim was to cut off all escape, to trap Cloudhawk inside and make sure he didn’t leave alive. Cloudhawk in his current state was drawing on too much power. He was still recovering, so the more he pushed himself, the direr his condition and the greater the side effects.

He paused to catch his breath, but hardly a moment passed before he felt a presence closing in quickly from behind. Before he even arrived, Oren’s signature power came crashing down from on high.

Fuck, again! There’s no end to this shit. Cloudhawk threw himself outside of the area of effect. The ground below where he’d just stood exploded into rocky fragments.

Oren was up overhead, descending towards Cloudhawk with his right hand curled into a fist. Cloudhawk could see the air warping around his hand from the gravitational manipulation. Without a doubt, the power behind that blow was terrifying.

Cloudhawk didn’t want to find out firsthand. He teleported a short distance away to avoid it.

When Oren landed, the resulting shockwave rocked the area. Cloudhawk had managed to avoid the direct blow but was still within the scope of this gravitational wave.

Buildings as far as fifty meters away shook and toppled from the blow. The earth trembled as though someone had dropped a mountain from the sky. The ground sank at least a meter. In an instant, that force pressed Cloudhawk to the ground. This old man was one hell of a demon hunter. One on one, Cloudhawk was outmatched.

Oren used his powers to drag at Cloudhawk from a distance. The younger man flailed like a drowning man, swimming through the air to get free to no avail. Valiantly as he fought, Cloudhawk was being inexorably drawn into the hands of the Demon Hunter Corps’ commander.

Just then, a sword streaked by, alight with the glory of the morning sun.

Another formidable enemy! Oren’s face stiffened. He could only release his hold on Cloudhawk and use his power to create a defensive gravitational field or risk being struck.

Of course, the old drunk’s attacks were not so easily warded off. The light from his sword slammed into the gravitational field, pierced through it, and cleaved Oren’s left arm from his shoulder.

Oren hadn’t accounted for Cloudhawk bringing such powerful allies. Judging from the deadly power behind that one strike, this new stranger had as much fighting power as Grand Prior Phain Mist!

However, the Demon Hunter Corps’ leader was no ordinary man. He used his gravitational power to call his arm back after it was cut off, then retreated to the safety of his soldiers. Demon hunters with healing relics raced forward to his aid and began reattaching the arm.

“There are too many!” The drunk hacked his sword at one of the base buildings, causing it to explode in all directions and wreak havoc. It bought enough time for the rest of Cloudhawk’s friends to catch up. Both sides were on the verge of a messy conflict. “Run!”

The camp, which a moment before had been silent and serene, was now a tempest of activity.

Countless relics were flinging destructive power down the lanes. Explosions shook the buildings. There were too many demon hunters to fend off. At least ten were veterans. Each demon hunter also came equipped with his own unique relics. Even the mightiest demon hunters would find it difficult to escape unscathed.

Furthermore, the demon hunters weren’t the only problem. Thousands of soldiers were pouring into the fight. This was not an easy group to tangle with!

Cloudhawk’s rescue operation was doomed from the start. All of this was a ruse. They weren’t going to keep the real prize locked up here and risk losing her. Dawn was somewhere else, somewhere hard to find. But, that meant there was no reason to stick around and fight either. Both sides kicked each other around for a little while before Cloudhawk and his team managed to disengage.

By then, Oren’s arm was reattached and fully healed. He glared furiously at Cloudhawk and the others as they fled. Bastard! We let them escape!
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When they returned to Greenland, Cloudhawk was drained. He was brought to Hellflower’s labs right away. When she saw him, she knew immediately that he’d overdone it.

“Boss lady, Governor Cloudhawk’s condition does not look good.” An elderly man with a monocle shuffled to Hellflower’s side. This was Mirage, who over the last few months had proven talented in the art of medicine and was recruited by Greenland for his skills. His abilities were a rare find in the wastes, so it was important for Greenland to retain his services. He wrinkled his face sourly at Hellflower. “The governor’s body is showing signs of collapse.”

That was to be expected. The fact he survived an encounter with Arcturus at all was a miracle. Then he was thrown into a fierce battle against Hellflower’s explicit wishes. It was no wonder he was in a bad way.

“Send a message to the Khan,” Cloudhawk managed to say with a long sigh. “We will join him.” Although inwardly, he railed against the idea, it was the right step to take. Sacrifices would have to be made to save Dawn.

Hellflower’s brows furrowed. “Are you ready for the fight that will bring?”

However, he nodded without hesitation. “Yes. If we have to fight, then we fight.”

She shoved her safety glasses higher on her nose. “You know what sort of state you’re in. If you keep putting yourself in these situations, I’m afraid of what the consequences will be. Have you thought about that?”

Her concern brought a grin to his face. “Since when did you worry so much? Relax, I’ve escaped death plenty of times. I’ll hang in there. I’m not so easy to kill.”

With that said, he put his clothes back on and didn’t bother with any further tests. He needed to put together a plan to get Dawn back, and the only person in the south who could help him was the Khan of Evernight.


46 / The Storm's Arrival


The headquarters of Skycloud’s expeditionary force.

Hammont Seacrest looked up at the gloomy sky with an expression of disquiet. He constantly wrung his pudgy hands. His palms felt clammy. It’d been a long time since he’d felt so nervous and uneasy.

A squad of airships appeared on the horizon.

From this distance, they appeared to be crawling across the sky, but in fact, they were moving quite quickly. It took only a little while before the ships were hovering over the base and unloading their crews.

The first to disembark was Knight-Commander of the Demon Hunter Corps, Oren Cloude. His naturally frigid expression looked dourer than ever, making the hair on Hammont’s neck stand on end. He was followed by a group of about two hundred more demon hunters in their standard white garb.

They were escorting a woman laden with chains. Her platinum hair was a mess, and what had clearly been a face accustomed to noble disdain was now drawn and dirty. Skycloud’s once-formidable devil woman now looked the part of a ragged traitor, a prisoner facing the prospect of execution.

Hammont scanned the group but saw no one else.

Just one? His emotions were difficult to describe. He couldn’t tell whether he was more relieved, concerned, or regretful.

One of the soldiers of the newly formed Drake Corps saw the change in his commander’s expression. He’d never seen such worry in his face before, so he had to inquire. “Are you alright, Commander? What’s the matter?”

“Nothing. A moment of sentiment.” The discomfort was passing. He shared a sentence with the recruit that the soldier didn’t understand. “Men are blades of grass floating on a river. We have no control where the flow takes us. The shore we wash up on is always in the hands of fate.”

But was fate a real thing? Maybe what they called “fate” was really just a name for life’s unpredictability. Even a man like Arcturus, whose wisdom stretched up into the heavens, couldn’t plan for everything. Mortals were forever at the whim of the unknown.

Cloudhawk. Such a controversial and legendary figure already. Not long ago, he was one of the men Hammont respected most. However, the decisions he’d made and the actions he’d taken led him down a path of no return.

Though Skycloud did what it could to keep the information hidden, Hammont had learned some of the details.

Cloudhawk was being called a Defiler, a sinister agent of evil. Half a year ago, huge numbers of troops were deployed to try and hunt him down only to fail. Even Governor Arcturus himself took to the field. And yet, miraculously, Cloudhawk still managed to escape. The Dark Atom managed to spirit him away.

Cloudhawk could not, would not ever return to the Elysian lands after this.

He wasn’t alone either. Hundreds of members of the Polaris family followed his lead and defected to the wastelands. The news was a tremendous shock to the citizens of the realm. As far as Hammont knew, there were several other members of Skycloud who chose to side with Cloudhawk as well. One of them was the formerly lauded War Saint.

Hammont was struggling to understand. These were some of the most illustrious names in Skycloud, men and women that Hammont had looked up to as idols. What could have happened to cause such a fracture?

His new recruits, of course, couldn’t know the conflict in Hammont’s heart. They looked at their general with envy and admiration, for his meteoric rise seemed to have come without nepotism or manipulation. He was the perfect inspiration story.

From lowly villager to humble soldier, relying on nothing but his own power, he rose to prominence as a magistrate. Then, through grit and determination, he became a mighty figure of the expeditionary force.

“We have apprehended the fugitive traitor, Dawn Polaris. She is now remanded to your care. Make sure you watch her carefully. Her presence here will certainly affect the expeditionary force’s future campaigns.” Oren motioned, and Dawn was marched over to Hammont’s men. “You should know how important this prisoner is. If she escapes under your watch, not even the governor will be able to protect you.”

“Yes, sir.” Hammont wasted no time ordering his men to take her. Dawn, never speaking a word, haggard and expressionless, was led by soldiers towards the prison. Oren ordered several veteran demon hunters to remain behind as a precaution.

“What are you planning to do with me?” Dawn suddenly asked as she was being led away.

Hammont paused. He had no obligation to answer her question, but this was Dawn Polaris, a noble successor to a great house, now laid low. What fools destiny makes of us, he thought. Moreover, she was as thick as thieves with Cloudhawk, so he decided to respond. “Last night, Knight-Commander Oren set a trap at a nearby base, using your capture as bait to lure out Cloudhawk. If he showed up empty-handed today, it means Cloudhawk escaped. Now you’re here, surrounded by some of the most exceptional troops Skycloud has ever produced. It would be suicide for Cloudhawk to try and free you.”

Dawn shut her eyes, and her face twisted into a bitter grin. “But he will still try.”

“That’s right, we both know the sort of person he is. He will try.” Hammont felt a slight pang in his chest. “Cloudhawk would never leave a friend to die. His only choice is to join forces with Nox. We’ve been posturing against one another for months now. Nox, Skycloud… this is the opportunity they needed to turn this into an outright war.”

The wastelanders’ plans were simple. Greenland was becoming famous for its wealth of capable members. With its connection to the Dark Atom and figures like Wolfblade, Autumn, and Abaddon, they made for a frightening union. The Khan of Evernight saw the potential as well and knew that if they worked together, they stood a much greater chance of defeating the expeditionary force.

Starting the fight now was also in Skycloud’s best interests. It was better to suffer short-term pain from surgery than live in chronic agony. Already, Nox and the Dark Atom were thorns in their side. Greenland was just getting started but had the potential to be a real threat to the Elysian realm. Better, then, to deal with them now.

The last few months of brewing conflict had a visible effect on all aspects of Elysian life. If this was allowed to drag on for years, order would begin to crumble. If a place like Skycloud, with its long and stable history, was being affected, then Nox was surely feeling the consequences as well.

It seemed all of this was designed to spur these wastelander forces to unite, but in truth, Skycloud still held the initiative. Not only did Skycloud control how and when the battle would be fought, but they also had the advantage of a defensible position. They were confident that they had the strategy and resources necessary to win this decisive conflict.

Dawn was awash in depression and bitterness. Once Cloudhawk agreed to side with the Khan of Evernight, there was no going back. The moment he took to the field, his hands would be stained with Elysian blood. This was a sin he couldn’t wash clean.

Hammont, Selene, and the other Elysians he considered friends still stood in defense of their realm. It seemed inevitable that they would be forced to stand against Cloudhawk and his chosen allies. What’s more, the pure land Cloudhawk had wanted so desperately to build would be forever soiled. His dream would die just as it was getting started.

All because of me. The anger within Dawn felt like a corrosive poison. Her chains rattled as she was tugged along.

“How don’t you see how contemptible and stupid you’re being? Cloudhawk had never done anything against Skycloud in all the years he lived there. All he ever wanted was a quiet, peaceful life. Instead, bit by bit and for no good reason, he’s been forced to turn against Skycloud. One day, you all will come to regret these choices you’re making.”

She was right, in a fashion. Hammont didn’t understand it either. Cloudhawk was young and had just as much potential as Frost de Winter or Selene Cloude, maybe even more. He was a little rough around the edges but never unkind. It made no sense.

With time, Cloudhawk would certainly have grown to be a mighty champion of the Elysian lands. But that chance was gone now. Now, he was forced to be an enemy of the state. Rather than fight for Skycloud, he was cast out and given an opportunity to create a force to challenge Governor Arcturus. It was a disaster, pure and simple.

This situation was the result of several powers, pulling and tugging. Poor Cloudhawk… in so many ways, he was merely a victim of powers greater than himself.
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Governor Arcturus made a personal visit to the expeditionary force’s headquarters. Frost and Hammont were there to greet him upon arrival.

Arcturus addressed them with a nod. “I’ve been informed of recent circumstances. Dawn’s capture is certainly Inkspecter using us to do his foul work, but it serves our purposes as well. It provides us with a fair opportunity.”

“This leader of the so-called Hand of Gehenna is a contemptible heathen!” Hammont couldn’t tamp the anger that fiend’s name evoked. “First they attack General Frost’s men, then try to use us for their own ends. Poor Augustus, murdered by that criminal Squall. We can’t let them get away with such an affront.”

Frost’s face never flinched. As always, he had as much expression as an ice sculpture.

Arcturus, draped in long-sleeved robes, dismissively waved his hand. “Gehenna’s agents are clowns, nothing more. Nothing short of the Demon King’s return would convince those fiends to leave their hollow. As such, while they pose no serious threat, we can focus our strength against Nox.”

Hammont asked something that had been bothering him. “What is this ‘Nox’ city? Aren’t they affiliated with Gehenna?”

“Yes… and no,” came the Governor’s paradoxical response. “Demons are not a unified front. Gehenna waits conservatively in the darkness for their king’s return. The more radical of their foul ilk choose to take action. Nox is a place where demonic followers have attempted to emulate Skycloud’s brilliance. At one point, the demon Abaddon was Nox’s greatest figure. The city is a dangerous foe that has been festering in the southern wilds for some time, always beyond our reach. Inkspecter has delivered up a chance to deal with the problem once and for all.”

In other words, the mysterious power from the south was hardly a mystery. It was merely a city built by the black demonic hands hiding in the shadows. And what of the Khan? Was he one of those evil creatures? It didn’t matter. By any measure, be it in population or infrastructure, Nox was no match for the glory of Skycloud. If they were, they wouldn’t have remained hidden in darkness for so many years.

“Dawn’s execution will be the catalyst that forces our enemies to show themselves.” Arcturus cast his gaze southward. “The battle to come will have truly far-reaching consequences.”


47 / Pioneers


All of these recent events were having a major effect on Greenland’s progress.

You could feel it in the atmosphere. A heavy gloom had settled over the city ever since news of Dawn’s capture had spread. It was suffocating, like the air before a thunderstorm. Still and ominous. Posts manned by Polaris soldiers were empty since they could not focus on developing the city as they had before.

At the same time, Greenland was and always had been a wastelander city. These settlements were prone to attracting snakes and other bad actors. Chaos, like insidious weeds, always took root whenever cracks appeared in the foundation.

In large part, stability had been maintained in Greenland because of the strong Polaris presence. Once they began to disappear from their posts, it stood to reason that the security they brought would begin to erode. Murder, theft, extortion – would the seeds of sin buried in the wastelands’ barren soil bloom in their pure oasis?

And yet… it was a miracle because what happened was not what people expected and feared. Even though the city was in turmoil, even though threats approached from all sides, chaos did not take hold.

Months of effort put forth by its leaders had cultivated a sense of honor and gratitude in the hearts of Greenland’s citizens. They saw this city as their home, a place worth protecting.

Was the Elysian view that wastelanders lived for chaos true? Of course not! After having a taste of surplus, safety, and comfort, who would throw all of that away for the bloody struggles of their former life?

Wastelanders were humans, and but for a few outliers, they preferred safety to conflict. This precious gift, which Elysians were given at birth, wastelanders viewed as a hard-earned treasure. The emergence of Greenland – its harmony, its order, its abundance – instilled within these wastelanders a long-dead sense of dignity.

The Greenlanders themselves, more than anyone, wanted to make sure this place was protected! And if the Polaris soldiers were too distracted to protect them, then they would do it themselves!

Grassroots groups sprang up to maintain order. One of the mutants who had been elevated to a leadership position in their forces took charge, leading his squad on patrol and manning guard posts. It was their express mission to make sure anyone who used this chance to cause trouble was harshly dealt with.

He was but one example. Greenland was their home! Although they weren’t strong enough to defend Greenland’s honor outside its borders, they could still contribute in this way.

There was one area in particular that was deeply affected by the changing times, and that was the Institute. Although classes run by Seekers would continue unchanged, most others had been run in the Elysian style with Elysian methods. Their instructors, soldiers from Skycloud, were now all gone. They were preparing to embark on a campaign to fight and die against the expeditionary force, so what of their students? What would they do without their teachers?

Claudia showed up at the school as she did every day and was faced with a striking scene.

Several hundred martial arts students were divided by class and were practicing strength training in the yard. These young, immature students were solemn and quiet. What did it matter that there were no teachers? They simply followed the same curriculum as any other day under the guidance of their class leaders1. None of them had any doubt that their instructors would return safely in time, and they wanted to be in top shape.

Seeing these children dutifully attending to their studies moved Claudia deeply.

Beneath these fresh faces was a strength that was growing all the time. When they finally bloom, their effect on the world they inherit will be incredible.

Cloudhawk told her that his hope was to give the wastelands an opportunity to make the change it wanted. What wastelander wouldn’t leap at the chance? In most places, they were like drowning men grasping at straws. Now that they’d been given a vine, they would hold on as tightly as they could and never let go.

Claudia slowly made her way to the center of the facility, which was where their special demon hunter training area was situated. She took up position behind her podium. Every student was present. Wordlessly, they took their seats. Their eyes, bright with a thirst for knowledge, were all fixed on her.

Claudia looked them over for a moment, then shut the book in front of her. “No class today.”

Her students were first surprised, then disappointed. No class? Why!?

“Headmistress, are you joining the fight?” From among her students, one strong and dignified voice called out to her. It was Ironspike, the mutant. He had trained hard and was acknowledged as an especially talented novice demon hunter by this point. He spoke to her with a face full of enthusiasm. “The headmistress is strong. She’ll definitely make the enemy regret crossing us!”

The other student vociferously agreed, but their burning eyes were filled both with excitement and concern.

Ironspike’s resolute words caught Claudia off guard. She shook her head. “Actually, I’m not considered strong here in Greenland, and I will not be participating in the battle for various reasons.”

When she said it, Claudia could see the disappointment in their faces. What were they disappointed about? That she wasn’t thought of as strong or that she wasn’t going to fight?

She kept her face calm and continued, “We aren’t having class today because we have something more important to attend to.”

Her students quieted down again. They listened with eager curiosity.

“Today is an important day for Greenland. For the whole of the wastelands.” As she began, a conflicting mess of emotions filled her. She had been, after all, a noble demon hunter of Skycloud. Even after months among the wastelanders, her former life was still part of her. However, it had finally begun to dawn on her that she was an Elysian no longer. “It’s important that you are all there to see this historic moment.”

“Headmistress, what do you mean by historic moment?”

“The governor is going to meet with several people, each of them very important for the wastelands. They are fine examples for you to follow in your life, for they represent the real strength of the place. They came here with a purpose and a motive, but what’s important for you to know is that they are all pioneers, all elders who deserve your utmost respect.

Their eyes glittered with interest.

“In the future, when you’re sitting safely in class and learning to better yourselves, remember that these men and women are who made it possible. They were the ones who faced death and danger in the dark places you don’t see, protecting you so that you can have that future.”

“Further in the future, if some of you grow to be as strong as they are, please remember them and their contributions. Do everything you can to follow their footsteps. Transforming the wastelands is a long and difficult journey that will require the efforts and sacrifices of many generations.”

“That’s enough lecturing. Now, let’s go take a look.” Claudia was suddenly struck with a wave of exhaustion after she finished her speech.

The students were all abuzz with excitement. Azura was the first to shoot to her feet and took charge. “Alright, calm down! Follow instructions. We don’t want this to be a mess!”

Everyone obediently quieted down. Azura wasn’t just the most talented among them. She also had a surprisingly commanding presence for her age. She was only ten years old! When she grew up, she would be exactly the sort of person Claudia was just talking about.

The students arranged themselves into orderly lines, then made their way to the square in the center of the city. They stood straight and tall and remained quiet as they waited for the spectacle. It was an hours-long process, and not once did someone complain or get out of line. To them, this was like a pilgrimage. They were all excited for every second of it.

Eventually, a loud rumble shook the city. The gathered citizens turned their eyes towards the noise. Several enormous airships were descending on them from above.

Once they were docked, the students watched as a number of striking and important figures emerged. One after another, they presented themselves, and with each new face, the students were more in awe. Their headmistress had impressed upon them how important they all were. They understood that without these people, the wastelands would never survive under the shadow of Skycloud.

Wolfblade! Leader of the Dark Atom. For years, he stood alone on the front lines against the Elysian lands.

The Khan of Evernight! Master of the city of Nox. They were the mysterious group from the south that wielded incredible and enigmatic power. They were the backbone, supporting them as they marched to war.

Cloudhawk! Governor of Greenland and one of the men these students adored the most. A unique wastelander and founder of their great realm!

The procession continued: Abaddon, Autumn, Hellflower, Coal, the Wendigo King… a dozen of the wastelands’ greatest leaders all gathered in Greenland. Choose any one at random and you would have a representative of the best of the best the wastes had to offer.

Here they were, most of the wastelands’ powerhouses, gathered as representatives of their land’s defiance of Elysian oppression. Their city had become the center of their bid to win freedom and the right to self-determination.

Who could have imagined that such a small act could lead to one of the most historic wars in modern history?

Cloudhawk, Wolfblade, and the Khan stood at the head of the procession. The rest fanned out behind. All together, they walked across the square and into the central fort. Although it lasted only a moment – ten minutes at most – the spectacle filled the students with fervor and determination.

They felt pride at being present when these illustrious figures gathered.

They felt honored that these pioneers were fighting for their right to live free.

They felt confident, for they had faith that one day, they might join these heroes’ ranks.

Fight for survival. Fight for freedom! Fight for dignity! Fight!

Their actions would plant the seeds of resistance and fighting spirit. Their blood would soak the barren lands and, one day, turn it into a vibrant paradise!



1 Class leaders are a staple of Chinese classrooms wherein one student is selected as the instructor’s personal assistant. I suppose in the US, we call them class monitors.

48 / Preparations Made


Cloudhawk never thought he would be a leader, much less any sort of hero.

In the eyes of Greenland’s citizens, however, he was both. To the students of Greenland Institute, he was the avatar of the wastelands, rising in defiance of their oppressors.

Inwardly, conflict broiled in his heart. Most of the people gathered here today, Cloudhawk was familiar with. If he had to categorize them, he would classify them into three groups:

The first category consisted of those with whom his relationship had ups and downs. The Wendigo King, Vulture, Coal, and so forth. He might have been friendly with them in the past, but their paths had since diverged.

The second category was less complicated in that he just didn’t like them. Abaddon was the worst such example. Cloudhawk’s feud with him ran deep. After all, it was here in this very city a few years before that the demon had murdered one of his closest friends. Nor would he ever forget the death cry of Slyfox, captain of the Tartarus Mercenaries. Despite the passage of the years, Cloudhawk’s hatred hadn’t eased one bit, but he never acted on it. Just like with Arcturus, while his desire to cut the demon down was strong, it wasn’t strong enough to overcome their difference in power.

Third were those he shared an unclear relationship with, like Wolfblade. Since the man had revealed his identity, Cloudhawk wasn’t sure what to think about him. Although he’d never acted out of malice towards Cloudhawk, he was instrumental in manipulating Cloudhawk down a road he had no interest in taking.

Long story short, Cloudhawk was still the same hotheaded kid he used to be. He wasn’t going to take the initiative and join Wolfblade and Abaddon if he could help it. However, here he was today, about to embark on a most distasteful partnership. Maybe that was a testament to how he’d grown, having come to understand the truth of the old adage that the enemy of my enemy was my friend. There was no such thing as an eternal foe in this world. Under the right circumstances, even an arch-nemesis could become an ally.

Wolfblade’s smile was mysterious and unsettling. “I was told about the situation. Dawn is an unfortunate casualty, and ultimately, her capture doesn’t matter. This was bound to happen whether the Elysians took her or not. Only, it means we are now short of a strong arm.”

“I’m sure you knew something like this would happen the moment you suggested I come here. You’ve been using me from the start. I just don’t know to what end. What the hell are you after?” Cloudhawk fixed Wolfblade with his gaze – cold but not angry. “Even now, you won’t share your goals.”

Wolfblade answered calmly, “I lost what I wanted a long time ago, so it isn’t important. What is important is if you have made up your mind about what you want to do.”

“If I didn’t, I wouldn’t have called you!” Cloudhawk changed the subject. “What do we know about what’s happening in Skycloud? What’s our plan of action?”

“According to our most recent intelligence, Skycloud’s expeditionary force is gathering in a fortress at the realm’s southern border. Forces from all over the realm are being dispatched to that location, so they are likely to choose this fort to make their stand. This means they are in control of the battlefield.”

“What?” Cloudhawk was confused by their decision. “They want us to bring the fight to their doorstep? Isn’t that asking for trouble?”

Wolfblade unfurled a map. He indicated the fortress with his finger. Cloudhawk leaned over and spied the stronghold’s name: South Haven.

Cloudhawk’s pupils contracted. Part of his training in Hell’s Valley involved learning about Skycloud’s different bastions. South Haven was considered the southern gate into the Elysian realm. If they could break through there, there was little Skycloud had left in terms of defenses that could protect them from the southern invaders.

Its importance to Skycloud was obvious. Of course, that also meant its defenses were a far sight more formidable than that of an average city.

“South Haven isn’t as unshakable as Skycloud City, but it isn’t an easy target either. It was cleverly selected – If they’d chosen the capitol instead, we probably would’ve stayed our hand. We aren’t strong enough to fight past South Haven and then onto Skycloud, but bypassing it means that we would have left an enemy at our backs.”

Cloudhawk nodded. He agreed with Wolfblade. If Skycloud decided to go through with Dawn’s execution in the capitol, Cloudhawk would be forced to find a way to slip in and try to save her with a small crew. This was not the decisive battle Arcturus was aiming for.

Instead, their choice appeared to be most suitable. By staging it at South Haven, Arcturus would lure the wastelands’ powers into enemy territory, but not so deep as to turn them off from the idea completely. Lure, surround, destroy.

To make it work, they needed the right bait. If the bait was too big, the fish couldn’t swallow it, no matter how enticing. Too small and you might not catch the fish’s interest. This bait… this bait was just right. If the wastelanders could take this fortress… the implications would be incredible.

Most importantly, this was bound to be a war against the bulk of Skycloud’s military strength. There was as much potential for them to annihilate the wastelander armies as there was for Skycloud’s to be wiped out. It was an obvious but masterful scheme.

The Khan offered his insight in that robotic, emotionless voice. “Skycloud will throw a lot of its power at this fight. Arcturus himself might appear to ensure it goes his way. It may be our one chance to cut off the head of the snake. Once Arcturus is gone, even if we lose this battle, we will have won the war.”

Everyone was stunned by the suggestion. No one else would dare suggest killing the Master Demon Hunter as a primary objective.

In addition to his phenomenal power, it was rare for Arcturus to ever leave Skycloud. This situation was obviously different. Considering how high the stakes were, they could expect him to make a personal appearance. The Khan was right. It was probably their one chance.

That being said, Arcturus was absolutely not an easy man to kill. Cloudhawk would love to sweep all his grudges away with one strike, but that was unlikely to happen. He knew what Arcturus was capable of. He’d seen it firsthand. He was not the sort you took head-on.

“Let’s cut the shit.” Cloudhawk rose to his feet and looked over the group. “Time to get to the heart of the matter. Tell me how many people you can offer. How much are you willing to put on the line in this fight?”

Cloudhawk got straight to the point. He didn’t expect some resounding success from this battle. All he cared about was bringing Dawn home.

He didn’t have enough people to do that, not alone. All he had at his disposal were the Talons. Best he could do was serve as the tip of the spear. The bulk of their forces would have to come from the Dark Atom and Nox.

Eventually, they came to an accord. The Dark Atom would contribute a thousand soldiers under Coal’s command. The Khan offered the Wendigo King and a thousand of his wargs. In addition, Wolfblade would offer what reinforcements he could and the Khan would lend Cloudhawk a hundred Black Knights. Altogether, it added up to a massive increase of strength for Greenland.

In return, Cloudhawk had to do what he could to crack open Skycloud’s defenses.

Though they acknowledged their support was limited, Cloudhawk figured it would be enough. After all, his goal was different from theirs. He didn’t care about winning, only Dawn.

“Someone’s here to see you!” Hellflower announced. “Representatives from the Goshawks.”

That was strange… what did they want now? They weren’t ready for a mission like this.

Although the Goshawks were Greenland’s most elite, there hadn’t been enough time to get them ready. Throwing them in the middle of a fight like this would obliterate his special forces. Still, Cloudhawk agreed to speak with their chosen representatives.

“Governor, we request permission to join the fight!” A group of officers from the force strode into the room, Rhino among them. He had no qualms speaking his mind face-to-face with his leader. “We want to show those Elysians what wastelanders are made of!”

The request took Cloudhawk by surprise. “This is a dangerous fight. Have you thought this through?”

Morale among the Goshawks was soaring. “If the Talons are being sent, why not the Goshawks? We can’t sit here like turtles with our heads in our shells. This fight concerns every last wastelander. Someone has to show these Skycloud bastards that we wastelanders aren’t cowards!”

Cloudhawk could tell their fervor was genuine. They really wanted to do their part. He was short of lieutenants to command the new troops anyway. If they were so eager to fight, who was he to turn them down? So be it. It was all prepared. This was going to be one hell of a fight. Might as well make it even bigger.


49 / Southern Sanctuary


Skycloud.

South Haven, also called the Southern Sanctuary.

It was the key stronghold of Skycloud’s southern lands, situated in the center of its vast plains. Flat land extended hundreds of kilometers in every direction with hardly any ripples. This fortress erected at its heart rose like a glimmering mountain.

Sanctuary’s construction was unique. The stronghold itself was massive in scale with eleven sections from periphery to core. Its outer walls were short, but each successive barrier was higher, and the spaces in between were as expansive as small towns. Past the eleventh wall was the fortress center, the stronghold’s highest point. Within was an expansive square capable of holding over ten thousand people.

Thus, the fortress was essentially a series of rings of increasing elevation. From a distance, it looked like a layered pyramid, stately and firm.

It also was protected by powerful enchantments. When they were engaged, a huge, tenacious shield encased everything.

No opportunity existed for a sneak attack, and its defenses were secondary only to Skycloud’s capital. What enemies existed that could overcome such indomitable power? The glorious Sanctuary was a fortress erected during the time of the Great War. More than twenty thousand soldiers were stationed behind its walls along with a fleet of airships, all responsible for the defense of Skycloud’s southern region.

It was impossible for such an installation to be easily overcome.

Repairs were underway to reconstruct Skycloud’s great wall, but while it was being rebuilt, the Elysian lands were not left defenseless. On one border was the expeditionary force, while to the south, they were protected by the Sanctuary. Those forces together would make even the mightiest foes think twice before attempting to push into Skycloud. At present, the expeditionary force had come to garrison Sanctuary, so both the stronghold’s standard troops and Skycloud’s army had joined forces. What resulted was a spectacularly large array of fighters.

Alone, they were formidable. Behind Sanctuary’s walls and enchantments, they were even more insurmountable.

Explosive news had spread through the realm. The young mistress of the Polaris family, the traitor Dawn, would be burned alive within Sanctuary in three days’ time. It sent a collective shiver through Skycloud’s citizens.

It was not but six months ago that the Polaris family was one of Skycloud’s most powerful and respected families. It was the only family with the qualifications to count itself among the likes of the Cloudes. Less than a year after the War God’s demise, however, his brood had suffered an unprecedented decline. Now, they weren’t even considered a second-tier family.

What’s more, their most noble and cherished mistress was soon to be executed for the crime of treason. Her fate was sealed the moment she became a traitor to her people. It was unthinkable that a family that had dominated for a hundred years could be laid low in a single generation.

War was coming to Sanctuary, that much was known. It was not a trick or some underhanded plot. Skycloud held all the cards.

The wastelanders knew they were walking into the enemy’s hands, and Skycloud knew the barbarians would try and break past their defenses. Indeed, it was a clever decision to set the stage of their conflict in Sanctuary, but there were also obvious shortcomings. Wastelanders were like starving animals. Opening their doors to these monsters was like letting the wolves into the hen house. Every town, village, and hamlet prepared for the worst.

From Skycloud City in the center to key installations in every direction, they all gathered their soldiers and bolstered their defenses in case the wastelanders merely pretended to threaten the south so that they could assault another location.

Hammont Seacrest stood at Sanctuary’s highest point. From here, he could see far out in every direction. Right now, all he saw was a verdant expanse stretching to the horizon. He had the image in his mind that Sanctuary was like a legendary beast lying contentedly upon a blanket of green paradise.

He looked down at the successively larger rings spreading out below. He saw soldiers crawling along every building and down every street.

The troops had wasted no time in preparing their weapons and war machines for the coming battle. Towers had been erected both for offense and defense. Sanctuary was wholly prepared to face a threat anywhere it might appear. All of the many defensive towers constructed along Sanctuary’s eleven walls were manned and armed to the teeth. Every angle was defended and supported by nearby troops.

A defense like this was stronger than any warship. The wastelanders were dreaming if they thought they could punch through this array of towers.

Hammont lifted his eyes and looked to either side at the hundred or more airships. They hovered in the air nearby in smart formations. They were awaiting orders, ready to act at a moment’s notice. Sanctuary was completely covered by them so that an attack from any side would face air resistance.

If the enemy broke past the front lines, they would be faced with the enchantments. If they got past the enchantments, they had wall upon wall to contend with. Win? Only in their most fanciful dreams! Even if they did, fighting through all those defenses was just their ticket to enter the real charnel house.

The Cloude family had galvanized a large portion of their men for the battle. Nearly two thousand demon hunters were deployed to the fortress, led by Master Arcturus Cloude himself. They joined forces with the garrisoned troops and the expeditionary force.

Elite fighters as plentiful as the clouds. Crack soldiers as countless as raindrops.

This would be a battle on which they staked the very dignity of their realm.

Hammont could not conceive of a way that the vastly inferior wastelanders could win the day. Just as he was thinking this, spotless white airships descended from overhead.

“The Temple’s men!” Hammont hurried to greet them. He’d been waiting for their arrival for some time.

The first to disembark was an elegant, handsome man of middle years. He was wrapped in the robes of Templar leadership. It was a symbol of the formal acknowledgment Phain Mist had received, marking him as Grand Prior. He now held the post of the Templar’s foremost military commander.

He had brought with him over one hundred Templars to aid in the battle. It was an expression of force the Templar had not shown in countless years. By his side was a beautiful woman dressed in resplendent white armor.

Everything seemed to hold still for a moment in her presence. When she appeared, it stole the breath from all who looked upon her for her beauty hardly seemed real. Despite that, not a trace of unwholesome intent resided in any heart. She was the Apostle, the highest and most holy representative of the Temple, Selene Cloude.

She was flanked by twenty to thirty attendants dressed in clerical garb. If the Templars were the Temple’s mightiest warriors, then the Clerics were the Temple’s ultimate demon hunters.

Circumstances as they were, Oracle Azura had not been dispatched to lead the Temple Clerics. Dawn was her daughter, after all. So while Phain Mist commanded the Templars, Selene Cloude was given command of the Clerics. The two of them together were here to represent the might and wisdom of High Priest Ramiel Caelestis and lend their strength to the defense of the realm.

Hammont greeted them with the utmost respect. “Grand Prior Mist, Apostle Cloude, the governor has been waiting for you for some time.”

Neither Temple officer showed any expression on their face. Whether as individuals or as representatives of the Temple, they were not going to subject themselves to the whims of Arcturus Cloude. However, his machinations in the city were far-reaching and powerful. The High Priest was beneath the governor’s notice, and their patron deity was asleep and was showing no signs of waking.

They followed Hammont to a spacious audience chamber. Arcturus was finishing up a discussion with another group.

Selene scanned the crowd. There were about twenty people present, all of them notable members of Skycloud. She spied the patriarch of the Umbra family and leader of the Court of Shadow, Janus Umbra. He was the sort of man who could go toe-to-toe against the Crimson One. Atlas, his son, was also there as the sterling representative of the family’s future. Also in attendance were Cosmo Thane, Blaze Pyrrus (deputy leader of the League of Demon Hunters), Oren Cloude, Frost de Winter, Zoren Leclaire (archbishop of the Church of Brilliance), and others.

Every single person in this room was the sort whose footsteps shook the ground in Skycloud.

When Arcturus saw the two enter, he offered a faint smile. “With the Temple’s aid, our victory is all but assured. Now that you’ve arrived, we can settle on individual duties.” Arcturus proceeded to delegate responsibilities.

In the meantime, Selene couldn’t stop her hands from clenching into fists. She couldn’t see how Cloudhawk would get himself out of this trap they were laying for him. These clever strategies, overwhelming forces… it seemed impossible for him to even break through their front line, much less save Dawn from execution.

If Cloudhawk didn’t come at all, it would be better. If he did, there would be no escape. They were in the process of meticulously planning his death.

She understood Cloudhawk’s thinking, though, and knew he would come no matter what. When they met on the field, what then…?

“Three days. That’s when we hold the execution. It’s all settled.”

Arcturus had planned it all to the smallest detail. When he was finished, no one had a thought or suggestion to add. The whole fort was bursting with confidence. From the outset, they looked down on wastelanders as feral dogs. How dare they have the audacity to attack this fortress? “Suicidal” was the only word they could use to describe this foolishness.

Three days passed quickly. When the day came, it was overcast and blustery. It was a rare sort of weather for Skycloud.

A solemn, deadly atmosphere hung over everything. Could it be that the mood of these humans could influence the heavens? Every soldier in Sanctuary was in position and stared into the distance with hard, expectant eyes. They were spaced out along every meter of the stronghold’s eleven walls.

The center of the fortress was also its highest point. Here, Arcturus and his most elite commanders held vigil.

Phain and Selene each stood on opposite sides of the square. Between them were all the Templars and Clerics, all calm but ready. All eyes turned towards the figure being slowly brought forth.

Dawn did not struggle. Frost de Winter guided her to the stake and tied her to it. Never did the stoic expression leave her face. Her eyes remained fixed on the horizon.

It was time. Yet, where were the wastelanders? Neither hide nor hair of the enemy could be seen. Frost gave a questioning glance to the governor. Arcturus simply nodded.

With no more hesitation, Frost gave the order. “Begin the execution.”


50 / The Battle of Sanctuary


Skycloud made sure that news of Dawn’s execution in Sanctuary had spread far and wide. Without question, all wastelander forces would be paying close attention. Everyone – wastelanders and Elysians alike – knew the importance of what would happen here today.

This so-called public execution was actually a public declaration of war, an open slap in the face designed to draw in and eliminate the wastelanders.

In the wastelands, the nervous buzz was nearly palpable. Even the most brutish of them knew how inferior they were in the face of Elysian might. Their chance of defeating Skycloud was slim to none, and if the collective might of the southern wastes broke against their fortress, no one would remain to stand up to them.
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Within Greenland City.

The Wendigo King had arrived with his wargs and the Khan’s Black Knights. Though he did not give voice to it, he was displeased with his leader’s decision. The king and his people had been ordered to the front lines on a dangerous mission. It wasn’t that he was averse to the risk. It was more that the Khan was apparently taking orders from Cloudhawk of all people. If this young, untested leader commanded them poorly, they would all face destruction.

Coal arrived at roughly the same time with elite soldiers from the Dark Atom and a fleet of war vehicles. Over the last six months, Coal’s status within the Dark Atom had continued to rise, in part thanks to the speed at which he grew in strength. No one in that organization – with the exception of Wolfblade and Abaddon – could go blow-for-blow against him. He had become the Dark Atom’s penultimate warrior, a status he earned through merit.

Coal commanded a contingent of genetically modified warriors who were roughly comparable in number to the Wendigo King’s wargs. However, there was a considerable difference in the quality of these troops.

Dark Atom’s genetic soldiers were the result of Hellflower’s scientific research and experimentation. Her methods were based off of the work of her predecessor, Academician Roste. By combining human DNA with samples from rotwolves, panthers, bulls, and so forth, she transplanted their strengths into a human body while maintaining the subject’s ability to think critically. However, they could not wholly transform into the creatures that empowered them. They were not entirely the same as the wendigos – each had its advantages and disadvantages.

Some measure of guilt remained in Coal’s heart when it came to Cloudhawk. He acknowledged that Cloudhawk’s current situation was in part due to his actions.

After Cloudhawk saved his life, Coal reneged on the promise he’d made. He wasn’t here to represent the Dark Atom or because Wolfblade ordered him to. Coal had come to atone for how he mistreated a friend.

Aside from the reinforcements from Nox and the Dark Atom, Greenland’s own warriors were out in full force. Goshawks and Talons constituted their main strength. All three armies combined to form the vanguard. Cloudhawk assumed personal command with the help of the drunk, Gabriel, and several of the best fighters from the Polaris family.

In theory, it was a powerful combination of forces, but was it enough to take Sanctuary? Was all of this just a race toward their own demise?

Cloudhawk didn’t have a choice. This was something he had to do, even though he knew it might end in death.

At present, Cloudhawk was lying in Hellflower’s laboratory. He was undergoing his final health check before heading out to war.

No one was under any illusions that this fight would be easy. The fight would be hard, and Cloudhawk was still recovering from his first run-in with Arcturus. He was afraid it would greatly affect his ability to fight, which had been the source of no end of trouble lately.

Hellflower and her team of doctors took their tests and checked the results several times.

Mirage eventually approached to give Cloudhawk his final suggestions. “You have a strange innate regenerative ability, and the Trespasser virus from Roste works to your benefit. As a result, you have a frankly superhuman ability to adapt and recover. If you weren’t about to go to war against Arcturus, I would say there is a fair chance you could make a full recovery on your own. However, your attack on the expeditionary force was dangerous and left you weak. Now, you are going to South Haven…. I can’t guarantee you will get through it without permanent residual injury.”

“Will it kill me?”

“It may.”

“Heh, I guess it’ll save them the trouble. We’ll deal with it as it comes.” Cloudhawk’s tone was flippant and carefree, like he was discussing someone else. “Alright, no more wasting time. All I want to know is if we have a way to keep me stable during the fight. I can’t afford to run out of steam in the middle of this. That would be pretty embarrassing.”

Mirage was bewildered by Cloudhawk’s dismissive attitude towards his own health. Hellflower could only nod in agreement.

Mirage made his way to a drawer and slowly pulled it open. From within, he fetched a box, put in the lock code, and retrieved a syringe filled with a pale red fluid.

“What’s that?” Cloudhawk asked curiously.

“This is a powerful stimulant,” Hellflower soberly explained while adjusting her goggles. “For a short duration, it will give you a considerable burst of vitality. This will mask the damage your body has taken, but the aftereffects will be anything but pleasant.”

They’ve had this the whole time? Why didn’t they take it out earlier? Cloudhawk wasn’t in the habit of giving a shit about consequences.

What he didn’t know was that Hellflower had produced this drug an even longer time ago than he thought. She’d never given it to him because she knew he would use it and do something stupid. This stimulant was exceptionally potent, to the point where an average person couldn’t handle its effects.

Circumstances being what they were, Cloudhawk didn’t give a shit. He put the syringe in his pocket, and his tone suddenly turned grave. “Time to go. I don’t know if I’ll be coming back, but if I don’t, Greenland is in your hands. Every inch of this place was built with our blood, sweat, and tears. I need to know you’ll do right by it.”

Hellflower’s eyes flickered in the buzzing fluorescent light. A rare expression of worry and sadness flitted across her face.

Having said his piece, Cloudhawk turned and left, showing no hesitation. He was leaving with nearly all of Greenland’s top brass. Hellflower was the only one left behind.

It was a tactical decision. For one, Hellflower held high status here in the city. For another, her greatest talents weren’t in combat. She would not play a decisive role in the fight to come.

Of course, most importantly of all, Cloudhawk wanted to make sure Greenland lived on if he died. It was the wastelands’ greatest chance at changing for the better.

Hellflower escorted Cloudhawk to the airship. There she stood among countless Greenland citizens who watched as their governor left the safety of the city. Her heart was full of conflict.

She envied Dawn. The latter had lived a simple, pure, and uncomplicated life until now. Cloudhawk’s desperate rush to save her was the height of stupidity.

If he let her die, they would lose the support of the Polaris family, but Greenland’s system of order was already well-established. Even if every member of the family left, it wouldn’t affect Greenland too terribly. He could decide to stay here in the safety of the city and live out his days. He could wait, get stronger. Why did he have to be so inflexible?

Cloudhawk was willing to give us his dream – his life – for a small chance at saving some girl’s life.

But of course, Cloudhawk wasn’t stupid. He knew the chances of saving Dawn were slim. Was Dawn really worth him throwing away his life? Hellflower could see that Cloudhawk saw Dawn as a sister. Why would he do so much for a mere friend?

As the airship left Greenland for its destination, Cloudhawk was possessed by a deep calm.

It was true. There was a small chance and a small chance only that they would save Dawn and escape. Most likely, they were all racing off to die. However, Cloudhawk knew that if he let Dawn burn at the stake, it would mark his soul like a curse. He would be stained by it for all the rest of his days. Life was trying enough. He couldn’t stomach another weight on his shoulders.

And besides… I may surprise them yet, if my little trick works the way I think it will.

Greenland disappeared behind them. He thought about the months that had crept by and all the work they’d done. It’d been difficult but enriching.

Whether or not he made it back, Cloudhawk sincerely wished Greenland would persist long into the future. After all, it was a shining jewel in his otherwise mostly unhappy life.

The wastelands’ pioneer army forged ahead. They passed above the outposts and settlements on the way without stopping. Their trajectory hardly changed at all, aimed straight at the site of Dawn’s execution.

They arrived. When they did, the invaders, despite being prepared for the sight, were surprised at the scale and majesty of the stronghold. Layer upon layer of defensible walls stood between them and their objective. It was as impregnable as an iron curtain.

The first thing they saw was a hundred Elysian warships lined up to meet them. They were in a formation that would allow them to either retreat and bombard from a defensive position or advance and press the attack. That alone seemed enough to annihilate the wastelander vanguard.

Behind them, countless battle towers glittered with ominous power. It was a threatening display. Sanctuary was well named for it was as inviolable as the moniker implied. It rose from the plains like a loyal gatekeeper as Skycloud’s shield against foreign evil.

Everyone stood upon the deck, surveying the scene with dour expressions.

The old drunk rolled his eyes theatrically. “Frankly, with the ships we brought and the soldiers we have, we won’t even get near Sanctuary’s walls before they shoot us down. You commanded the expeditionary force. You know what Godspear can do. We’ve got no hope.”

He wasn’t wrong. Whether in terms of force or equipment, Skycloud had them beat. They could sweep like wildfire through the wastelands, much less through Cloudhawk’s relatively paltry crew. Rushing in now would be like driving full speed into a brick wall.

“Tell the other ships to hold their positions.” Cloudhawk closed his eyes and thought for a moment. “We’ll go on ahead.”

The drunk gave him a shocked look. “What are you planning?”

“You’ll see,” came Cloudhawk’s mysterious reply.

The other ships of the vanguard stopped as commanded. One ship moved forward alone.

As everyone watched, Cloudhawk walked across the ship’s deck to the altar they had set up there. He stood atop the stump-like structure, his cloak fluttering in the wind, his hair and bandages rustling. Once he stood steady on the altar, its roots reached up to twist around his legs. That was how it connected to his mental powers.

Cloudhawk had used this altar to open the dimensional portal in Greenland. His aim now was not so different. It was a plan that should, in theory, fill him with a huge injection of strength!

He fished around in a pocket and produced Hellflower’s syringe. Without even glancing at it, he jabbed the needle into his neck and pushed down on the plunger. He felt the fluid being pumped into him.

In the next moment, it felt like fire was rushing through his veins. It spread through him to the tips of his limbs and deep down into his bones, a hundred thousand ants chewing through him. A normal man would quickly pass out from the agony, but not Cloudhawk. On the contrary, his mind sharpened. After a moment, it felt like he was back to his old self. But it was a condition that would last a couple of hours at best.

That should be enough time, he thought, but he wasn’t strong enough. Not nearly strong enough! He needed more power and fast. And so he shut his eyes and submerged himself into the sea of psychic energy locked within.

He muttered to himself, “Demon King… I need your power. Give it to me. Give all of it to me.”

The quiet sea reacted to Cloudhawk’s demand. It felt his strength of will and fighting determination. A moment later, the black surface boiled tempestuously as what remained of the Demon King’s mental powers began to transform – this time, more than ever.

A little over half remained. Before long, it had all become steam.

Cloudhawk could feel it surging through him, filling him with power. His mind swelled with a volatile sensation, like it could explode at any moment. He had spent half a year in silence, but now it was finally time to cry out. Cloudhawk broke through the barrier to new heights and laid claim to the remaining half of the Demon King’s inheritance.

It took only an instant before Cloudhawk reached unprecedented levels of strength. He felt it and knew that in this instant, he was now stronger than at any time before.


51 / Citybreaker


Many wastelanders were gathered on the decks of their ships. No one knew what Cloudhawk was up to.

Those with keener senses – like the Wendigo King and Coal – could feel a shift. It shuddered through them as Cloudhawk changed from a sickly dog to a roaring dragon in the space of ten minutes. At this moment, those standing closest to Cloudhawk could feel a suffocating pressure settle upon them.

The feeling didn’t come from nowhere. The source was clear. Be it the Wendigo King or Coal, they understood that at this moment, Cloudhawk could erase them from existence without lifting a finger.

When Cloudhawk opened his eyes again, his pupils gleamed the color of old gold and shone like a lighthouse.

“What incredible psychic power!” the drunk muttered. He could feel the waves of psychic energy flowing from him.

From what he could gather, Cloudhawk had not only suppressed his injuries but had also somehow empowered himself to near the level of a Master Demon Hunter in ten short minutes. Meteoric did not come close to describing this sudden rise. It was light speed. Two of the drunks together couldn’t match his mental prowess now.

Incredible! Frightening! So this is my full potential? Will wonders never cease!?

Cloudhawk felt the abundance of power washing through him. However, it was not his. All of it was taken from the Demon Lord’s legacy. In truth, he was frightened. If he had time to absorb all this power properly, it would reduce the chance of dangerous side effects. He could more easily assimilate it into himself.

What he was doing now was a heedless expression of pure force. He needed what the Demon Lord had left behind – the more, the better. The stronger, the better. Right now, there was no room for other concerns.

It was not enough! Still not enough, not by a fair margin! His hope had been to draw on and make use of the totality of the Demon Lord’s strength. However, everything had its limits, and Cloudhawk could not take any more into himself. But it didn’t matter. Cloudhawk had other plans.

There was a reason why he’d had Autumn build an augmentation altar on their airship.

Recently, a fair bit of Greenland’s resources had been spent gathering items from the other worlds. This included spirit beings which, after being delivered to the God Tree, were transformed into psychic pearls. By the time Dawn was captured, they had hundreds in surplus. All of those were used to create this altar.

Last time he used an altar, it consumed a hundred psychic pearls to open a permanent dimensional portal. The altar he used now had a hundred times the available power. The limits of what it could accomplish were unfathomable.

Standing atop the altar, Cloudhawk could wield a relic with the strength of a Master Demon Hunter. Furthermore, his own intrinsic power had exploded to new heights.

If it is war they want, I will give them a show.

They thought a Master Demon Hunter was frightening? Well, today, Cloudhawk would make the Elysians see how a man they’d cast out from their home could fight back.

The light pouring from Cloudhawk’s golden eyes continued to increase. His psychic energies spread far and wide. With the help of the altar, his capabilities were augmented to levels he never would have dreamed possible.

He raised his hands high. The whole ship shook.

Psychic energy was invisible, intangible, and difficult to detect with typical senses. Unlike waves of sound or light whose origins were known and whose energy was physical, psychic energy was not. This was, of course, typical at average levels of strength. However, past a certain threshold, even items that were not relics were forced to resonate with these psychic flows!

“Boss! What the hell is he doing?!”

“The fuck are you asking me for? Quit bugging me!”

“Look! Over the city, something’s happening!”

All eyes turned to the sky above Sanctuary. A thousand meters over the center of the stronghold, the air had started to twist and warp. The folds in reality were not directly visible but were obvious by how the surroundings reacted.

First, the clouds. The unseen force pulled at them and twisted them into spirals.

Then, an airship that had wandered too close was caught up in the invisible vortex. Too quick for the doomed vessel to react, it was drawn into the center and ripped to pieces.

Cloudhawk released the full brunt of this energy with a booming declaration: “Witness the meaning of true power!”

With that, the sky shattered! Cracks splintered far into the distance as though the world were made of fragile glass!

It was replaced by a gigantic black hole, like someone had torn through a painting. A shrill, ear-piercing sound erupted from it, followed by a hail of tumbling rock.

Each meteor was the size of a three-story building. As they descended from a thousand meters above the city, everyone held their breaths in anticipation of the impact to follow. The devastation they would cause would be ruinous and unavoidable, the equivalent of thousands of tons of explosives being unloaded on a single target – more apocalyptic than a nuclear bomb.

Boom-boom-BOOM-boom-BOOM!

Sanctuary’s enchantments warped from the strain. The Elysian warships caught in the shower were immediately thrown into disarray.

Wide eyes and open mouths gaped at the apocalyptic scene. No one knew what Cloudhawk had done. Where had these meteors come from? How were they falling from the sky?

And yet, this power that could obliterate a wastelander city was not enough to threaten either Sanctuary or the Elysian vessels. Both were protected by formidable shields. Although the sight was frightening and the sounds imposing, Sanctuary’s protections did not buckle, and her fleet held strong.

“I’m not done yet,” Cloudhawk growled.

Before the words vanished from the wind, bright red lines emerged all over his bandaged body. It came from his veins bursting inside of him. Indeed, the power he was wielding – giving him the strength to open up a portal so large and drag meteors through – was more than a mere mortal’s body could withstand.

That first wave was just the appetizer. What followed was the full course.

A thousand meters above Sanctuary, the black hole was ripped open further. With horrified expressions on their faces, everyone watched as an object, massive beyond reckoning, slowly started to emerge. Even as it just started to peek through, the onlookers felt as though the breaths were stolen from their lungs.

What is that…?

It was an absolutely humongous meteor, dozens of kilometers from one end to the other!

A metallic sheen outlined it as the sun played across the craggy surface. The meteor was mostly composed of metal. Horrific did not even begin to describe it. The curse Cloudhawk had called upon this place was calamitous.

Behind Sanctuary’s walls, everyone was frozen in mindless shock. No one could comprehend what was happening. How had this enormous threat appeared out of the blue?

They didn’t have time to think, nor time to prepare. An unnatural and terrifying darkness enveloped the stronghold like an eternal night. The meteor was belched forth, and a moment later, the impacts began. Ships that were too slow to escape were decimated, with over a dozen being smashed to pieces as they were caught between the meteor and Sanctuary’s shields.

The earth shuddered violently for kilometers all around! The Elysian soldiers could barely hold their footing. It was as though the world itself trembled in fear. Some stared stupefied, unable to grasp what they were seeing. It was simply beyond their capacity to accept.

In the eyes of Elysians, Sanctuary was unbreakable – an indomitable shield no heathen could pierce. After the meteor’s impact, an ugly gash had appeared, one that no measure of time or resources could hope to repair.


52 / The War Begins


Fifteen minutes prior.

Atop Sanctuary’s highest point, Dawn’s execution was underway.

Clouds overhead began to shift and twirl, capturing everyone’s attention. Expressions darkened as it dawned upon the Elysians that a sinister power was gathering.

Light warped and clouds churned, creating a bizarre and disturbing spectacle. Those on Sanctuary’s highest point felt it even more profoundly. This wasn’t merely a disturbance in the atmosphere. Some unholy power was warping the fabric of reality.

“Cloudhawk!”

Selene, Phain, Frost, Dawn, and all the rest snapped to the present. There was only one they knew who had the power to manipulate space to this degree, and that was Cloudhawk.

Arcturus and a number of other powerful demon hunters were seated in the square to witness Dawn’s execution. They looked up at the spider web of power snaking through the sky. As Arcturus peered at the scene, wrinkles deepened at the corners of his eyes.

This… was not what he expected. Such an immense display of power. How?

Arcturus was not sure what method Cloudhawk had used, but the expression of power he was witnessing far outstripped even that of his two younger brothers. Cloudhawk had managed to push himself beyond Sterling and Baldur – two Master Demon Hunters.

But Cloudhawk couldn’t really be that strong. Arcturus knew the damage he’d caused with Ruin. It was impressive that Cloudhawk could launch an attack at all! Six months was simply too short a time for him to improve so dramatically.

Conflict showed in Selene’s face as she stared up into the sky. She’d prepared herself for this moment, but a sense of sadness still persisted.

He’d told her he would be back. Now here he was. But no one would have anticipated this was how he’d make his entrance. The moment he chose to lift his hand against Skycloud, there was no going back. From this moment forward, even if he struck down Arcturus, Cloudhawk would never be welcome in Elysian lands again. Once war broke out, his hands would become stained with the blood of its citizens.

In the past, his troubles arose from misunderstandings or foul deeds he was wrapped up in unwittingly. This was different. This time, he was initiating the attack and threatening the lives of Elysian soldiers. For the first time, he stood squarely against Skycloud’s interests. Selene wasn’t sure how she should react.

Both Frost and Phain stared with open incredulity. The others gaped in astonishment.

There were stories of a time when Arcturus Cloude had summoned three thousand bolts of electricity against his enemies. As the story went, that single attack obliterated half a wastelander city. Such a thing was, to them, the apex of human accomplishment – the peak of what mortal man could achieve. Even those legendary demon hunters of old couldn’t hold a candle to their governor.

So what was this? Was it really possible a barbarian from the wastes could achieve such power? The power required to affect such a large swath of space had to be enormous beyond measure.

“Be careful. The shields!” Hammont cried out to the others. “Falling rocks!”

After the fissure ripped the sky asunder, tumbling rocks of various sizes emerged. They came roaring forth and smashed into Sanctuary’s defenses with deafening noise. The shields flickered and bowed but recovered quickly. The rebound force flung the rocks away.

But that was just the beginning.

Shocked eyes rose again to the black hole where more of the rocks were coming – thousands of them. A shower of boulders cascaded onto Sanctuary and the surrounding plains. The world around them was awash with the explosive sounds of impact.

The din never eased. It sounded like the end of the world.

Such a scene was impossible for anyone but a Master Demon Hunter. Were it not for the city’s defenses… the garrisoned forces shuddered to think what these building-sized rocks would have done to the stronghold.

What sort of demon hunter could command this level of power?

Hammont and others were just beginning to think their shields would hold when an even more nightmarish scenario presented itself. What had first seemed like a massive assault turned out to merely be the warm up.

The bombardment of tumbling stones eased, but only to allow a truly gargantuan shadow to swallow Sanctuary in darkness.

A meteor the size of a small city loomed above them.

From a thousand meters overhead, the meteor bore an ominous sort of beauty, almost like an island in the sky. It was huge. As the Elysians watched, the island only grew in size, becoming less of an island and more of a mountain range.

They couldn’t dodge, couldn’t flee. Nothing could stop it. The impact was as inevitable as it was immeasurable.

Countless tons of unfeeling steel smashed into Elysian ships, reducing them to splinters. When it ultimately struck Sanctuary’s southern side, the impact’s shockwave blasted out. It created a storm of destructive force, followed by an earthquake that shook the earth even a hundred kilometers away.

Sanctuary’s defenses were strong, but what could withstand an attack like that?

The shields reacted like a balloon, yielding inward from the force to its absolute limit. Then, it broke. The meteor burst through and smashed into the stronghold.

No one who witnessed it and lived would ever forget the scene.

Of South Haven’s eleven levels, eight were demolished on the spot. Those that remained stood with various degrees of damage. Soldiers watched in abject terror as they were assaulted with no way to fight back.

It was like something out of a nightmare!

Even the fate of Sanctuary’s highest levels was unclear. Cloudhawk himself didn’t know what was happening beneath that cloud of dust and rubble, but it was clear that the meteor had done more than breach their defenses. It was a stunning punch to the face of every Elysian.

That spectacular shield. Hundreds of energy towers in support. Short of another nuclear weapon, it was unthinkable that wastelanders could get through. Even if they could, it would only be after they paid the cruelest of prices in wastelander lives. Yet, this assumption was proven false. Their mightiest defenses were overcome without a drop of barbarian blood spilled.

The meteor smashed a large portion of the fortress into the ground like a mountain had been abruptly dropped onto it. When the dust settled, it almost looked like it’d always been there. The ground for fifty kilometers in every direction had been kicked up and churned by the impact.

An attack like this had never before been seen in all of Skycloud’s history. No one – not Arcturus, nor any demon hunter known to the Elysian lands – had ever launched an attack like this. This far outstripped anything a mortal man could accomplish.

Eventually, the dust dispersed. Elysians had been flung every which way and had yet to regain their feet. Before they could, there was a shimmer upon the surface of the vast meteor, and a handful of silhouettes appeared upon it. It was none other than Cloudhawk and his crew. He stood arrogantly over the chaotic expanse of Sanctuary, its many soldiers staring back in alarm. When he spoke, he did so without malice, only cold certainty.

“Let. Her. Go.”

His words were not loud but bore a thunderous sort of power. They reverberated through the hearts of every soldier with bone-deep malice.

They’d just watched him summon a meteor to flatten a portion of their stronghold. Then, without effort, he appeared past their defenses with a dozen others. Facing thousands of hardened men and powerful demon hunters, he greeted them with one simple command.

Seeing this, Dawn couldn’t keep the tears from rolling down her cheeks. The pain, sadness, and despair she felt for her failures gave way to appreciation and relief. Here was a man who was willing to face ten thousand enemies to save her. He brazenly wielded unfathomable power in her defense and brought champions to fight through terrible odds.

In that instant, it felt like nothing else mattered. She could die then and there and have no regrets, for she had experienced the most romantic thing a woman could hope to witness.

Cloudhawk stood over the routed soldiers, his gray cloak flapping in the wind. Fresh blood leaked from his bandages in a constant drip that dyed all his clothes crimson. It was obvious the toll that phenomenal display had taken.

It was a display that would leave an eternal mark on the history of demon hunters. Cloudhawk had achieved something at a level never before imagined.

In fact, it hadn’t been that complicated. Simply put, it was the reverse of his dimensional travel. He had summoned these rocks from another plane.

It was a concept he’d been kicking around in his mind for some time. He figured that if he could move through space and bring others with him, why not have it work in reverse? What was stopping him from dragging something here from someplace else?

Like… a whole fucking mountain.

He’d opened the portal and enveloped a mountain he knew existed on that strange planet he’d visited before. Using the principles of dimensional travel, he brought the topographical feature into their world. Something that large tumbling from the sky would have a lethal force of unimaginable magnitude. Until today, it was a trick that had remained part of Cloudhawk’s imagination. To save Dawn, he made it a reality.

Through the combination of his improved powers and augmentation from the altar, he ripped a mountain from the other planet and forced it here. The result was an extraordinary display and a totally demoralizing attack.

When it was done, Sanctuary’s defenses were all but obliterated. The damage could’ve been even greater, perhaps absolute, if he had dropped it from higher up, but he feared that Dawn might perish as well.

Cloudhawk had just teleported himself and a dozen of his strongest directly into the stronghold – into the heart of its mighty army. It was as striking a display as could be presented, and it left a remarkable impression on Skycloud’s soldiers.

Clearly, he didn’t see them as any sort of threat! In the distance, those wastelander warships continued to advance.

All this… and it was just the beginning of their conflict.

All the while, Arcturus had remained seated at the highest point of Sanctuary. The fantastic and unprecedented display appeared to have had little effect on him. However, those nearby could sense the terrible power welling up inside the governor. Even for a man as strong and unfathomable as Arcturus, the attack had been deeply upsetting.

“Kill them.” His frigid order hung in the air like a snake’s whisper.

Hundreds of demon hunters and Elysian soldiers charged at the meteor.

Their aim was to encircle these brazen men and cut off their escape. While the men Cloudhawk had brought with him were strong, they were vastly outnumbered. Indeed, the Skycloud fighters were not easy to defeat.

Oren Cloude, Knight-Commander of the Demon Hunter Corps, was the first to appear before Cloudhawk. “I thought you might have learned your lesson when you ran away the last time, tail between your legs. Instead, here you are, looking to die.”

He groped a hand towards Cloudhawk mid-sentence. A crushing gravitation force came down upon the invaders.

All at once, Cloudhawk felt a hundred times heavier. Even lifting a finger became a herculean task. Yet, he was unconcerned. He fixed Oren with a cold glare and growled, “You think you can stand in my way?”

The last time they met, Oren had the upper hand. However, Cloudhawk had changed.


53 / Open Confrontation


Cloudhawk was too arrogant! It was a brazen slap in the face!

The mighty demon hunters by Arcturus’s side could no longer take it sitting down. However, at this moment, they felt more fear than anger.

This monster couldn’t be left alive! Today, he destroyed a portion of their grand stronghold in one attack. Tomorrow, he could raise his hand against Skycloud City itself!

Cloudhawk was only in his early twenties, yet he already commanded such hellish power. In another twenty or thirty years, who would be able to stand in his way? Even their illustrious governor may be outmatched!

“Let us elders handle this one.”

“Aye, we’ll slap the arrogance out of him. This heathen can’t be allowed to take another breath. Every day he lives is an affront to the dignity of our realm.”

Arcturus remained seated. That threatening aura had gradually waned, and he was again that calm, inscrutable enigma he always was. He did not immediately agree with the angry elders’ proposal. When he responded, it was in quiet, measured tones.

“Cloudhawk could only galvanize an attack like that with immense external aid. He cannot reproduce it. There are other formidable enemies waiting in the wings. It would be foolish to heedlessly press the attack just to cut Cloudhawk down. If we are not prudent, we will lose not just a portion of Sanctuary, but the entire fortress. If that were to occur, all of Skycloud would feel the aftermath.”

Obviously, Cloudhawk was merely the tip of the spear. Their main force was watching, waiting for the right opportunity to strike.

Although Cloudhawk’s opening assault was terrible and destructive, it didn’t destroy their fortress outright. Deploying all their strongest to deal with him would be premature. They would have nothing left to counter the coming demonic and wastelander forces.

“He’s a spent bullet.” A masked figure beside Arcturus shared their determination. Their voice was strangely neutral, making it impossible to tell whether they were male or female. Such was the case with Janus “Many-Faced” Umbra – ever a mystery. “Oren has already ordered his demon hunters to surround him. The rest of our soldiers will rally and come to their aid in short order. Cloudhawk and this small group are alone, outnumbered, and surrounded.”

Indeed, Cloudhawk was only peering down his nose at them because the army was still recovering from the shock of his attack. The traitor would be singing a different tune when thousands of Elysian troops bore down on him.

The hot-blooded members of Arcturus’s entourage looked at each other but had no recourse but to hold position. Skycloud’s elder warriors had been gathered to counter forces from Nox and the Dark Atom. Arcturus was right. Wasting their strength on Cloudhawk would leave an opening for the wastelanders to mop up. The fight had only just begun.

So be it! There were already enough mighty foes for Cloudhawk to throw himself against. Oren and Zoren in particular were a lethal pair.

In addition, the Court of Shadows also skulked the field. After factoring in Oren’s Demon Hunter Corps, the combined forces were numerous and formidable. If they charged forth together, a whelp like Cloudhawk was as good as dead.

They watched from above as their forces began to surround the invaders.

“Drunk, you and the others deal with them. Clear the landing zone for our main force,” Cloudhawk shouted his orders, then snapped his eyes towards Oren. “Leave this wrinkled ball sack to me.”

The drunk looked out over the devastation that had just been wrecked on Sanctuary and sighed. It’d gone too far. There was no looking back.

He had not been in favor of the attack, of killing Elysians. But he owed his life to Cloudhawk, and Dawn was the honorable War God’s granddaughter. What was happening here was a tragedy, but one that he had to be a part of.

Cloudhawk had opened the path with his meteor. He made the sky split and the earthquake. Under his power, a portion of Sanctuary had collapsed. Skycloud’s iron defenses had been overcome with a single, stupendous blow.

Now, while the Elysians were regrouping, the rest of the wastelander forces took advantage of their disarray to move in. Airships arrived and unloaded their forces on the meteor. Speed was to their advantage, for if they could act before the defenders could rally, the wastelanders would carve through the fortress like a hot knife through butter.

Oren raised his hand towards Cloudhawk. “You conceited child.” That familiar gravitational effect fell over the area. Cloudhawk felt as though he’d been tied to a fleet of airships that were lifting him into the air. He floated up a dozen meters.

“Die!” Oren reversed the energy and flung Cloudhawk towards the ground with a hundred times the force of gravity. This sudden change would reduce an iron-skinned mutant to meat paste.

Yet, just as Cloudhawk was about to hit the ground, he blinked out of existence and vanished from view. Oren’s power crashed into the earth, leaving a crater a dozen meters deep. He’d dug out a grave, but there was no corpse to put in it.

“Where did you run to?!” Oren lashed out at any trace of his foe. Meanwhile, Cloudhawk teleported just out of reach, dodging half a dozen attempts. He would appear for a moment, then vanish again. Oren’s reactions were a tenth of a second too late each time, so while the earth around him continued to buckle under the strain, none of the craters sported Cloudhawk’s mangled body.

This man had risen in the Crimson One’s place to take up the mantle of Knight-Commander, but Cloudhawk did not fear him.

Cloudhawk dodged again. When he reappeared, he did so behind Oren. He couldn’t just waste time playing with his target. He needed to fight back.

His right arm came alive with blazing green flames, like a hand groping from the pits of hell. Castigation Fire – one touch and Oren would be burned to ash.

However, the Knight-Commander was a hardened veteran. He had been ready for Cloudhawk’s counterattack, so he had the gravity around him under control and ready for action. The moment he sensed danger, Oren was flung up into the air as fast as a bullet.

Cloudhawk did not abandon the attack. Two streaks of silver light gave chase like angry serpents.

Oren responded, increasing gravity around the Silver Serpents and causing them to slow. But while his focus was on the silver light, he heard Cloudhawk’s mocking voice in his ear. “Tossing and turning – is that all you can do? Enough games!”

Two silver streaks fused into one. The screaming serpent became a roaring dragon with ten times the threat and momentum. It pierced through Oren’s gravitational field as though it weren’t there, faster than the eye could follow. A flash, as quick as lightning, pierced through Oren’s chest and exited from his back. Blood gushed from the wound it left behind.

He was the Knight-Commander… yet he was defeated in this brief exchange. The gushing wound looked bad enough to portend death.

Had Cloudhawk’s combat abilities really grown so much, so quickly? Oren was a lauded member of the Cloude family, an important member. If he died here, there would be dire consequences.

From his perch, Arcturus narrowed his eyes.

Oren’s vision began to fade when a streak of light suddenly approached from behind. Power enveloped him, followed by an unexpected scene. The gouts of blood and broken flesh were sucked back into the Knight-Commander’s body. In a matter of seconds, the deadly wound in Oren’s chest was healed entirely.

What incredible healing power! This was practically resurrection! This was the incredible power of Archbishop Zoren Leclair.

Zoren – with his white hair and kind face – struck a dignified picture. In his hands, he clutched a glowing mirror, the relic that had snatched Oren from the jaws of death.

“The Rekindling Lens!”

Cloudhawk knew of this relic. He remembered reading about it in the relic records back in Skycloud. The Rekindling Lens was a one-of-a-kind restorative relic.

Among military circles, Zoren’s name was not widely known. However, there were few among Skycloud’s citizens who did not praise him. This was not merely because of his high status in the Church of Brilliance, but mainly because he was an unparalleled healer.

No matter how grave the injury or how foul the sickness, the Rekindling Lens could restore the victim to health. It was limited only by failures of genetics or wounds that damaged a person’s deepest essence. Even if one teetered on the precipice of death, one could be returned to full health as what happened to Oren had revealed.

“You think you can kill me?” Oren recovered quickly. He pulled forth a long staff and swung it towards Cloudhawk. Paired with the power of his glove, even this simple staff bore limitless destructive power. One blow, with gravity greatly amplified, could do as much damage as a hundred strikes.

Cloudhawk quickly dodged out of the way. The staff struck, and the ground where Cloudhawk had stood exploded into a mess of dirt and stone.

Cloudhawk’s mind worked as he dodged. With Zoren here, killing any Elysian soldier was much more difficult. He had to deal with the Archbishop first if he wanted to put Oren down for good.

However, the enemy demon hunters were starting to close in.

A hundred figures clad in long white robes dashed into Cloudhawk’s field of view. They glared at the traitor with grim faces. Cloudhawk could hear their relics hum. It was a dangerous turn of events, even for Cloudhawk.

“Boss! We’re here to help!” The sound came from a strange mixture of troops atop the rocks, split into three groups. On the left were the Wendigo King and his warriors from Nox. On the right were the Dark Atom’s genetically modified soldiers led by Coal. In the center were the intimidating mutants, Cloudhawk’s own Goshawks.

“You think this motley group of barbarians can stand against my demon hunters?” Oren’s smile was thick with disdain. “The very height of stupidity!”

“Is that so?” Cloudhawk spoke over his shoulder to his men. “Kill them.”

The Goshawks answered with thunderous war cries. Out in the wastes, it was the strong who earned respect. They had watched Cloudhawk summon a mountain from the sky and use it to obliterate their enemy. In their minds, he had risen to near god-like status.

Never had these twisted mutants experienced anything like it. It was a great honor to join this powerful man in his assault on the Elysian realms. So, without hesitation, they rushed headlong towards the demon hunters, indifferent to the threat of death.

Did they not understand the power a demon hunter wielded? Yet, what followed was a revelation that left the Elysians speechless.

The mutants drew out twisted rods of black metal, foul facsimiles of exorcist rods. All of a sudden, the battlefield was alive with surges of power that washed over the dignified demon hunters.

These didn’t just look like exorcist rods. They were exorcist rods! The Elysians stared at the encroaching mutants, stupefied.

It was a scene that shook them to their core, no less staggering than Cloudhawk’s meteor shower. It was an assault on the bedrock of their faith, an affront to all they knew of the world – demon hunters were the greatest warriors in the world because the gods had blessed them with the power to wield relics. Only a few were awarded this holy honor.

How… how were these monsters doing the same? It took the demon hunter knights by surprise. By the time they recovered, the unflinching wastelanders were already upon them. The damage was done.

The power of the psychic pearls was inferior to the power of these demon hunters, but having no fear of death empowered a man to incredible heights.

Zoren stared in open shock. “Impossible… impossible!”

His disbelief was the perfect opportunity. The air shimmered beside the old priest, and a figure appeared. A grim streak of metallic light gleamed from the sword in his grasp.

Oren glimpsed it from the corner of his eye and shouted to his ally, “Careful!” However, it was too late.

In his moment of distraction, Cloudhawk had appeared within striking distance of Zoren. He brought Ardent Wrath down upon him in an arc of green flame. The Archbishop of the Church of Brilliance was cleaved in two.

The Rekindling Lens was in enemy hands! Cloudhawk immediately reached into it with his mind. The lens’ healing light washed over him, and in that moment, he could feel his wounds vanish like dew before the morning sun. However, although this was a legendary artifact, it was limited to healing only ordinary wounds. It could reach into the deeper parts of a person and erase those ills, but that didn’t matter now. It had brought Cloudhawk back to fighting form and was a great advantage that had been seized from the Elysians.

Staggering, unthinkable events were occurring one after another. Arcturus watched the scene with furrowed brows.

“Do not be distracted. Proceed with the execution. Dawn must die.”


54 / The Cavalry


Zoren Leclair was a respected archbishop. There were many among Skycloud’s lower and middle class who adored him. However, this did not stop him from being cut down by Cloudhawk.

The barbarian leader had crushed a portion of Sanctuary in one attack and followed it up by murdering an archbishop. A coterie of relic-using mutants were now tearing through noble demon hunters with bloodthirsty abandon. Each fact was more shocking than the last and painted Cloudhawk more and more like a demon. Indeed, all of these tragedies were piled on Cloudhawk’s shoulders. He was an enemy the likes of which Skycloud had never seen in a thousand years.

When it rained, it poured. From a time of peace to sudden war! After today, the name Cloudhawk would shake the world. Whether in Skycloud or the wastelands, he would go down in history.

Oren was close enough to see the death of the Archbishop in clear detail. Fury rose up in him like a volcano. Never had he encountered a fiend like this traitor. There were others who were more powerful, but none had ever given Oren such a shock.

The inherent strength and violence of wastelanders gave them a crude advantage. Each moment they were locked in close combat with the demon hunters, they were gaining the upper hand. Where the Demon Hunter Corps excelled was in their many different sorts of relics. The mutants had only exorcist rods, so in terms of equipment, they were far inferior to the Elysian fighters.

However, equipment wasn’t the only determining factor in war.

These mutants were once throwaway wastelands fodder. Each of them had clawed their way to prominence through a world of blood and corpses. Every jump in strength, every moment of growth was earned through life-or-death situations. Such a life had taught them to fight as ferociously as the mindless beasts that stalked the wastes. Once the Demon Hunter Corps was forced into close combat, they began to lose out against the mad bloodlust of their wastelands foes.

In a fit of rage, Oren released a wave of gravitational force. A Goshawk warrior caught in the area of effect was smashed as flat as a pancake, armor and all. However, the grizzly scene did not deter the other mutants. On the contrary, they roared a challenge and charged ahead.

Cloudhawk flung an orb of Castigation Fire at Oren. The Knight-Commander was familiar with the Crimson One’s power, enough to know not to dismiss it. He manipulated gravity to force it to the ground some distance away. A moment later, Cloudhawk’s figure burst forth from empty space with the Silver Serpents gleaming thirstily. Zoren wasn’t here to protect the Knight-Command any longer. It was unlikely he would survive another lethal blow.

Oren screamed in angry protest. His gravitational field spread far and wide, increasing weight a hundredfold for dozens of meters around.

Caught within the field, Cloudhawk felt himself instantly grow heavier. It was so intense that he found it difficult to move at all.

However, Cloudhawk was no grunt. He quickly retreated from the scope of Oren’s power and replaced his sword with a bow. He started to blink from one location to another, shooting an arrow each time he appeared. In the space of an instant, eight arrows were converging on Oren’s position.

Basilisk was a dangerous relic to face! Oren was forced to knock the arrows away with his staff. He managed to protect himself from the arrows, but before he could catch his breath, a shadow fell over him from above. Sunstroke lashed at the Knight-Commander, causing him to shuffle backward out of its range.

“Leave him to me!” The drunk looked over his shoulder at Cloudhawk. “Don’t waste time. Save Dawn!”

In all the chaos, Cloudhawk had almost been distracted from the reason they were here. Freed from his clash with Oren, he reached out with his mind to Oddball. The bird had been scouring the battlefield at Cloudhawk’s command. It spied several demon hunters closing in on Dawn, ready to light the pyre. She was tied fast to the stake and could only watch her doom approach.

Sons of bitches! Cloudhawk took control of his beast companion. Oddball went into a nosedive, streaking through the air like a golden bullet. The demon hunters were not prepared for the small creature and had their guard down. When the streak of gold struck them, they were flung off the dais like rag dolls.

Oddball came to rest in front of Dawn and used its steel-like beak to begin pecking at her bindings. One of the thick chains holding her fell away. Dawn watched with trepidation, a smile on her tear-streaked face.

As Oddball was working on the next chain, she shouted a warning, “Cloudhawk, watch out!”

A gust of frigid air followed in the wake of Frozen Dirge. It aimed to run the little bird through.

Oddball belched a streak of golden lightning at the weapon. Cloudhawk’s divine beast was no match for Frost, but it could protect itself from his spear. However, the bolt only managed to slow Frozen Dirge somewhat, not stop it.

Chirp! Oddball released a shrill sound, and the rotund critter swelled to five to six times its normal girth. Its wings spread to a span of two to three meters. Dagger-like talons snatched Frozen Dirge as it closed in.

Frost’s face darkened like a winter storm. Holding onto the shaft of the spear, he spared no strength in trying to wrench it free.

A burst of power bloomed from Frozen Dirge, which launched Oddball away. The bird found itself encased in ice, unable to protect itself from a follow-up attack. However, Frost’s ire was turned from Oddball, and his spear stabbed at Dawn.

She could do nothing. The icy light of his spear was reflected in her wide eyes.

An instant before the weapon skewered her, a figure – both familiar and foreign – appeared in the space between them. Frozen Dirge was held fast in her savior’s hand.

Frost felt a surge of power sweep through him. His spear would go no further. The Commander-General of the expeditionary force raised his head.

He was a mess of rags, bandages that dripped with blood. All that could be seen were his dark eyes that burned with an inner fire. Frozen Dirge was caught in a gauntleted hand. In a hard, grim voice, the man growled, “You dare try to kill one of mine?”

Cloudhawk had appeared at the apex of Sanctuary, alone. Did he not know that most of Skycloud’s strongest were seated only meters away? It was suicide!

When Cloudhawk’s words reached her ears, Dawn couldn’t help but feel even more moved. How desperately she wished she was his and not just as an ally!

Frost did not respond. The murderous intent in his glare said enough. He released the wintry power from Frozen Dirge.

The burst of energy washed over Cloudhawk but was quickly dispersed by some unknown defense. Flecks of ice and snowflakes burst into bloom ten meters all around as though a bomb had released a blizzard around the two men.

In the instant Frost released his power, Cloudhawk had galvanized his gauntlet’s repulsion field.

Rimeshard appeared in the general’s hand. Ardent Wrath smoldered in Cloudhawk’s own. Frozen Dirge was caught between them. With one hand, each man pulled. With the other, each hacked at his foe.

Two swords – one as delicate as an icicle, the other fractured and wreathed in flame – collided in midair. Opposing powers of fire and ice battled for supremacy. All the ice crystals in the air turned to mist, and a rainstorm was born in the space around them.

“With the paltry strength you have today,” Cloudhawk sneered, “you can’t hope to kill me.”

Frost felt a huge force bearing down on him through Rimeshard. He was losing ground.

The two men inched closer and closer. Half a year ago, Frost could have struck Cloudhawk down in one blow. But it was different now. With the help of powerful outside forces, Cloudhawk could face the Commander-General face-to-face and gain the upper hand.

When these two first met, Frost could have killed Cloudhawk without a second thought. It’d taken only a few short years for the scruffy wastelander to grow into a man Frost struggled to defend himself against. Cloudhawk left Frost no time to dwell on the past. He planted his foot into the Commander-General’s chest hard enough to dent his armor and sent Frost sprawling, then hacked at him with Ardent Wrath in the same moment. A wave of fire chased after his longtime foe.

This traitor had the gall to knock Frost on his ass in front of the governor. He wouldn’t stop there either. He planned to murder Arcturus’s chosen right in front of his eyes!

The Master Demon Hunter would not sit idly by. His hand flashed, and a metal needle was released. The moment it left his hand, it reached hypersonic speed, allowing no chance to dodge. It screamed through the air towards Cloudhawk’s throat.

If it landed, Cloudhawk would surely be paralyzed! He couldn’t see the attack’s trajectory, but he could sense it. He had only enough time to move an inch so that the needle caught him in the left arm instead of his neck.

Ting! This needle – no thicker than a hair – packed one hell of a punch. It pushed Cloudhawk off balance and gave Frost the space he needed to get away safely.

Fuck it! He’s not worth it.

Arcturus was as dangerous an enemy as there was, and this square was full of his henchmen. Cloudhawk couldn’t afford to waste time here.

While they’d fought, Oddball had succeeded in removing Dawn’s chains. Once her arms were free, she looked up just as Cloudhawk tossed a sword her way. She plucked it from the air, and once the hilt was firmly in hand, she felt that intimate, familiar thrum of power.

Terrangelica! Dawn had thought she lost her cherished weapon forever.

“Let’s get out of here!”

Cloudhawk was reaching for Dawn but caught an agile form leaping his way. He didn’t have time to move out of the way and could only engage the stone to become incorporeal. Deathstalker still carved a wound in his abdomen.

Templars and Clerics were closing in all around him. Assassins from the Court of Shadows had their target in sight. In an instant, Dawn and Cloudhawk found themselves surrounded.

As he whipped around, looking for any way out, a familiar silhouette strode into view.

She was more beautiful than an early morning snowfall. Her white clothing, spotless and stately, flapped in the winds of war. She stood before Cloudhawk with a burning sword of light held loosely in one hand.

When he saw her, the pang in Cloudhawk’s chest was thunderous and painful. Why such a sensation? Because he knew his decisions would exact a price like this. The sort of price where even if he survived this battle, he would barely want to live.

He was no longer afraid of death, but that did not mean he was without fear. What he feared the most was this moment.

Cloudhawk knew that this might be the last time they met face to face. But how could he explain everything? “Selene, you-”

“Shut up!” Selene cut him off and wasted no time, driving her crossblade towards him. Her attack was at full strength. The light that poured off her sacred weapon was blinding.

The ground split apart beneath her, stretching for several meters. Her power surged across the distance between them like a tidal wave. Her father’s relic – the Holy Vestments – was among Skycloud’s most potent relics. It was nearly as great as Arcturus’s weapon, Ruin. Even a Master Demon Hunter would be forced to dodge this attack or risk being slain.

Cloudhawk’s eyes went wide in disbelief. Why would she do this? Had she even decided to fight him to the death?

As the holy light washed over him, Cloudhawk felt sorrow and despair. Why did it always seem like his closest friends were destined to turn into enemies?
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In agreeing to participate in this fight, Cloudhawk had prepared himself for the possibility of death. He wasn’t afraid of Arcturus and the other deadly enemies surrounding him. He paid no mind to the consequences or the charges levied against him. The one thing that he worried about was this situation, right here and right now.

Dawn had to be rescued, no ifs ands or buts about it. Anyone who stood in his way would have to be cut down. Though his chosen road would be lined with corpses and his hands stained with blood, Cloudhawk felt no regrets… except when it came to Selene. What was he supposed to do now?

For five years, they shared some of the most important moments in each other’s lives, moments that were defining and transformative. More than friends, they’d developed genuine feelings for one another. Between them was a pure, if undefined, affection.

Beyond a doubt, Cloudhawk understood Selene better than anyone. Likewise, Selene was the only person who knew the true Cloudhawk. She’d participated in his stubbornness, his wanderlust, and his wild determination. Her intractability, tenaciousness, and solitude had all been affected by his presence.

These two souls – destined for lives of turbulent change – had ridden the tides from mutual exclusion to mutual attraction. They were a pair of lone wolves who’d found their pack… but it seemed as though fate had conspired to rip them apart once again. Cloudhawk had never wanted to lose any of his hard-won friendships, and this was doubly true for Selene, but he knew her and why she had no choice but to stand in his way.

Selene Cloude was different from anyone else he’d met. A more steadfast and perfect warrior did not exist.

She wasn’t like Frost, who chased after prestige. She wasn’t as impulsive as Dawn either. Although the problems she faced were each more daunting than the last, she still possessed an indomitable spirit. She was like a brave, courageous butterfly beating her wings in a storm. It was her unassailable faith that gave her the strength to forever wade through fire.

She’d matured over the years. In that time, she had striven to walk in the footsteps of her late father – an unapologetic idealist who never gave up his dogged pursuit of truth and righteousness.

The two were both people of lofty morals. Selene was a warrior through and through. In the face of spiritual doubt, of constant opposition from Arcturus, her position always remained planted on the side of Skycloud.

The Battle of Sanctuary would become a defining moment in the history of her home. The consequences of what happened here would ripple through and affect the lives of millions of civilians. When Cloudhawk raised his hand against the fortress, he also threatened those innocent lives. That had become the moment of their estrangement.

Understanding this, it was not strange at all that she should turn her weapon on Cloudhawk. Rather, it would be wholly unlike her to stand aside and watch him slaughter her countrymen and reduce this first line of defense to rubble.

A column of holy light came screaming towards Cloudhawk, who summoned the power of his gauntlet to protect himself.

No expression could be seen on Selene’s beautiful face as she unleashed Transcendence against him. Baldur’s epic weapon was one of tremendous potential, and to Cloudhawk, it felt like he stood alone against a flood. It swept over him, unyielding, each second threatening to break through his defenses and smash him apart.

“You know, we’ve never had a proper fight!” Cloudhawk realized there was no hiding from this. He might as well face her calmly. “I will admit, I’m curious to see just what Skycloud’s supreme genius is capable of!”

Nearby, Atlas quietly drew forth Malady. As Cloudhawk threw himself into warding off Transcendence, Atlas launched a sudden attack. The beleaguered wastelander now found himself suddenly forced to defend on two fronts. Selene –Skycloud’s treasured talent – was already a huge threat by herself.

Cloudhawk roared, and his mental powers burst forth. A pulse of deflective energy was released from his gauntlet in a shockwave. Transcendence’s light stopped as though held fast by an invisible hand and was thrown to the left at a ninety-degree angle – right at Atlas.

The assassin leaped into the air. He simultaneously avoided the attack and advanced towards his target. While floating overhead, he split into three copies, each with Malady in hand. All together, they came crashing down with the deadly gleam of their weapons aimed at Cloudhawk’s neck.

He’s too fast. Selene in front, Atlas behind. Even Cloudhawk felt the lethal pressure of this combination.

A cold light flashed in Selene’s eyes. She thrust Transcendence through the air, and from it spat a beam of energy, streaking towards Cloudhawk’s shoulder. However, it passed him by – and was aimed at Atlas.

That brief moment of shock almost cost Atlas his life. Fortunately, he managed to recover in time to use Malady to deflect the blow. Her strike knocked him thirty meters away.

As cold as ice, Selene growled at the assassin, “Mind your own business. This is my fight.”

Cloudhawk, along with Atlas and the others, was stunned by her actions. Still, all knew that she was a prideful woman. Clearly, she would not suffer someone else tainting her battles.

And yet! When Cloudhawk looked closer at her stern face, he felt something stir in his chest. He couldn’t help but smile. She sure had me scared! For a second, he genuinely thought she was going to kill him!

Now, it appeared that wasn’t quite the case. On the surface, she seemed determined to put him in the ground, but in reality, it was quite the opposite. She was trying to give him an opportunity to flee. If it’d been Phain or any of Arcturus’s other cronies, they would have just piled on him.

Phain brought his Templars, Selene commanded the Clerics, Atlas led the Court of Shadows, and Frost directed the Cloude’s family’s best. That was one hell of an army all coming his way, filled with many demon hunters capable of disrupting his abilities. They could easily have locked this place down while he was saving Dawn, making teleportation difficult if not impossible. Given these circumstances, the second Cloudhawk got caught in the trap, he should have been as good as dead.

But instead, Selene was insisting on a one-on-one battle. No one else was allowed nearby. That undoubtedly worked to Cloudhawk’s advantage.

“Hmph!”

When she saw the gratitude on his face, Selene couldn’t help but let her anger flare. So blatant! He had a brazen yet ambiguous relationship with Dawn… so be it. But the disaster it had caused… she hated that she couldn’t heartlessly hack him to pieces!

Her slender legs kicked her off the ground and into the air. Both hands wrapped around the hilt of her weapon as she brought it tearing down towards him.

Cloudhawk responded by putting his gauntlet between him and Transcendence. An explosion of light and energy resulted, and the ground cracked beneath him. Both figures disappeared in the blinding corona.

Cloudhawk simultaneously fought off the pain while forcing himself closer to her. “Thank you.”

“Do you have any idea what you are doing?!” She was an angel in the center of a sea of light. Her raven black hair whipped in the air around her, making her look like a war goddess. Her face was still twisted into a mask of rage and betrayal. “All this? For a psychotic bitch like Dawn? Have you thought at all about the consequences? Can’t you use your brain for one second? You could have waited a few years while I gained more status in the city. I could have found a way to bring you back. But now… now… I should kill you!!!”

Cloudhawk had never seen this look on Selene’s face before. It was the face of a woman whose fear and anger were at war in her heart. Take power…? Had that been her plan all along?

They shoved away from each other, creating a space of about ten meters. It lasted only a moment before they raced in for a second clash. The light it produced hid them from view. To onlookers, it was impossible to see anything but a full-tilt battle.

Cloudhawk sighed. “I’m sorry, really. I don’t think I can keep my promise.”

Selene brought Transcendence crashing down on his gauntlet once more. The force of it almost broke his arm. “So you’re really going to run off with Dawn? With all you’ve done for her, where does that leave me?”

Cloudhawk’s face fell in pain and sadness. “That’s not it. I’m saying, I don’t think I’m going to make it.”

Selene’s pupils contracted to small, dark dots. “What?”

He sighed again. “Half a year ago, the Cloud God badly wounded my mind. Then, Arcturus badly wounded my body. Do you really think that sort of damage can be reversed in six months? I’m not going to pretend I’m making it out of here alive. But seeing you like this… it’s enough for me.”

Selene froze.

She didn’t know the power of the Cloud God, but she did know just how overwhelming Arcturus was. Now, here they were, a little under two hundred days from that clash, and Cloudhawk was still alive. He was harder to kill than a cockroach. However, it seemed impossible that he could’ve not only recovered but also grown stronger.

He definitely must have taken something to become like this, something that threatens his life…

No! He can’t die!

Cloudhawk and Selene had exchanged two explosive blows. Dawn couldn’t just stand by. So, with her hands wrapped around Terrangelica, she threw herself into the fray. She inserted herself blade-first between Cloudhawk and the Apostle.

Selene’s anger erupted. All of this was her fault. You thoughtless, psychopathic bitch! If the idiot didn’t let herself get caught, things never would have gotten to this point. Cloudhawk wouldn’t have been forced to put his life in danger!

If you asked Selene who should die today, the answer was unequivocally her. She showed her opinion with her sword.

Dawn had never gotten along with Selene, and today, she was ready to rip the sanctimonious woman apart. It was incredible to her that Selene could have such a cold heart. It was expected that others would raise arms against Cloudhawk, but her? She couldn’t fathom how Selene could be so callous! This conceited, self-righteous bitch deserves to die as a lonely old crone!

What. The. Fuck!?! Cloudhawk was speechless. If Dawn broke in and confronted Selene, all bets would be off. “Thankfully”, Phain suddenly rushed in with his quickdraw technique. Dawn had to defend herself with her sword and was knocked away.

Phain pressed the attack, his sword raining down on his former student. As he bore down on her, he growled, “Dawn, I taught you most of what you know. Let’s see how well you learned.”

Dawn squared off against her one-time instructor. “You always used to harp on about justice. But what justice is there? My grandfather died while defending our realm, stabbed in the back by a devious snake. That snake still leads you. Is this the justice you were talking about?”

Phain sprang into the air. As he bridged the distance, he was surrounded by an onslaught of flashing sword strikes. “Enough nonsense! You are a traitor to Skycloud and worse, a traitor to the Temple. Today, it’s time to clean house!”

The two exchanged a dozen blows in the space of an instant. Phain’s Templars stood around them, unmoving. They wouldn’t get involved until they were ordered to.

Frost and Atlas glanced at one another and silently shared their intent. However, they did not intervene and instead only watched. It appeared that neither Dawn nor Cloudhawk would be able to escape anyway.

“These four think their ruses are so clever that none can see through them?” Arcturus watched the dramatic display unfolding before him and shook his head with a sigh. Cloudhawk and Selene, Dawn and Phain. Each made such a show of their conflict, but not an ounce of lethal intent was present. Smoke and mirrors, clumsily displayed. While their attempts could fool many, it was foolish to think Arcturus wouldn’t see through it.

And yet, what an impressive crop of young fighters! Each one was more impressive than the last. If their predecessors had half as much talent, things would be very different in Skycloud. He wouldn’t have needed to spend a fraction as much effort to achieve his goals.

“Governor, let me teach them a lesson!” Two of those predecessors rose to their feet expectantly. However, Arcturus did not grant the request. “Janus, I leave it to you.”

A masked figure slowly rose to his feet. Janus “Many-Faced” Umbra, Skycloud’s consummate assassin and leader of the Court of Shadows. He answered his governor’s summons with a bow. Then, without any grand gestures, his body dissolved into mist like he’d been nothing more than a wisp of smoke.

“The rest of you, be still. The real enemy has only just arrived.” With this cryptic comment, Arcturus lifted his eyes towards the heavens. The others followed suit. When they witnessed the truth, their faces grew dark.

In the sky over Sanctuary, the air was choked with threads of black. Tendrils of sinister clouds gathered like the groping fingers of Gehenna itself. Darkness swallowed the landscape, inching closer to their fortress.

Cloudhawk had made a lot of noise, but even in destroying a portion of the fortress, he’d done little to impact the Elysian force as a whole. If he only had such a paltry force, only a fool would think that Cloudhawk would be able to take Sanctuary.

The power that really threatened the thousands of soldiers garrisoned here was encroaching with that ominous darkness.


56 / There You Are


From the outset of conflict to now, only half an hour had passed.

In that time, the wastelander vanguard had produced incredible results. Not only had they accomplished what they’d set out to do, but their attack had also punched a hole in Sanctuary’s formidable defenses. What’s more, with just a small crew, Cloudhawk had cut his way to the heart of the fortress, a fact that had greatly demoralized the enemy.

They’d already surpassed all expectations.

The area Hammont was responsible for defending was blessedly distant from where Cloudhawk had appeared. He’d dodged the proverbial bullet. In fact, his soldiers had yet to even encounter the enemy. Up to now, they’d only watched firsthand as Cloudhawk summoned a meteor from some devil plane to devastate their stronghold.

Wastelanders of truly impressive capabilities used the meteor as their point of ingress. Indifferent to the threat of death, they launched a fierce attack on Skycloud’s elite, which included a whole corps of demon hunters. Instead of being crushed beneath the heels of these noble warriors, the wastelanders actually managed to occupy the high ground.

Archbishop Zoren Leclair was slain in the process. Knight-Commander Oren Cloude was steadily losing ground.

Countless twisted freaks rampaged across the battlefield under the command of a demonic madman. They ripped through Elysian defenders for freedom, for survival, defiant. What sort of battle was this? In the thousand years since the Great War, the Elysians had never been faced with such a threat.

Beforehand, the Elysians had come expecting to participate as a joke. Wastelanders didn’t have the power to threaten their realm. It was laughable to think they did. From manpower to equipment, from elite soldiers to training, the wastelanders simply could not compare. Skycloud was and would always be superior.

How was it that the powers in the Northern Barrens got so strong? Frankly, it was only because of Elysian traitors who taught them to be strong. One of the illustrious Master Demon Hunters, Sterling Cloude, abandoned his people and became the Crimson One. When he defected, he brought with him a hundred demon hunters. It took years of toil to build his legacy from the darkness. In the end, the wastelander alliance was the fruit of that labor. However, if this so-called wastelander alliance had no Elysian backing, it would be nothing at all. It would be nothing but an obnoxious afterthought if there were naught but the piddling wastelander leaders to command them.

What was happening now, though, was different. This was a living nightmare. These men and women – who had grown up in a peaceful utopia – were just now witnessing the horrors of war firsthand.

“Who the hell is that demon?!”

“How do monsters like this even exist!?”

“Gods above! These fiends deserve to burn in hell for eternity!”

The new recruits trembled in their boots. All they could do was curse and spit to try and expel the fear from their hearts.

Cloudhawk was a recognizable name in Skycloud, though few knew the precise events of six years ago. He was now once again at the forefront of events, having come seemingly from nowhere and looking entirely different. Ninety-nine percent of the soldiers had no idea who he was. The incredible display of power added an extra layer of mystery to him as well.

If someone were to call Cloudhawk a demon, not a soul would refute it. The only thing they had trouble believing was the immensity of his strength. It was nothing short of astounding.

In fact, astounding was just the beginning. To most, it was downright horrifying, or even worse. To them, it seemed like he could crush Skycloud with a flick of his wrist if he so pleased. After all, they’d watched a mountain get dropped on their fortress from a couple thousand meters overhead.

What if he’d chosen to drop it from ten thousand meters? The destruction he’d have brought would be ten times worse! It was common knowledge that the greater the height, the harder the fall.

If he reached great enough heights, he could probably summon whole planets to rain down on them. Hundreds of thousands would die… This was not the sort of power an ordinary person could begin to comprehend. Why wouldn’t they be scared?

Whispers of fear and uncertainty rippled through the new recruits.

Meanwhile, Hammont watched it all in silence. With his right hand, he held his sheathed sword in a white-knuckle grip. His eyes darted one way and then another in open disbelief. How did it come to this?

This was the same Cloudhawk that had saved the lives of thousands of soldiers in the Blisterpeaks. The man who had risked life and limb to battle Majhima and save the innocents of Skycloud from destruction. They sent him to the Northern Barrens where he successfully foiled the dark plots of the wastelander alliance. How had the kind but oft-misunderstood Cloudhawk turned into this man?

More and more, Hammont Seacrest realized he understood so little about the world and its people.

From the perspective of an Elysian, Cloudhawk’s sins were heinous and unforgivable. He was a demon whose foul deeds undermined the holy and just world they’d built. However, to wastelanders, he was the only man in their sordid history capable of leading them to victory over the zealous Elysians, a hero who rose against the tyranny of Skycloud and had the power to change their fate.

Which one was right? Which one was wrong? Where was the border between righteousness and evil? Who defined the standard? Who ultimately determined the code?

Hammont had spent these last months at the beck and call of his governor. In that time, his station had risen steadily. He’d widened his knowledge and deepened his wisdom. Yet, far from being enlightened, the more he learned, the more puzzled Hammont became. Perhaps there was no such thing as universal justice in this world of theirs. It was a construct built by humans, used to deceive themselves and others. A tool for constraint and collectivism.

As he wrestled with these truths, dark clouds roiled in from above.

From the time since they appeared on the horizon, they’d roiled like a slow-moving tide and yet arrived very quickly. Darkness hung over the stronghold as though it were caught within a tempest that threatened the whole Elysian land. As the light fled, Skycloud’s warriors looked upon the scene with solemn stoicism.

Without question, this marked the arrival of the wastelands’ main force.

The first to arrive were clouds of bloodthirsty mutant beasts numbering in the tens of thousands. At such a scale, it was more than just a wave of monsters. It was a flood. They appeared from many angles, burrowing up from the ground, tearing across the plains, diving from the air. Hundreds of varieties, representing most of the wastelands’ wild inhabitants.

Interspersed among them were beast riders. It was common to see wastelanders travel atop creatures of the earth and sky. Their semi-feral mounts were also equipped with armor and weapons and moved with the same agility and ferocity of the monsters around them.

The wastelands’ humanoid army came aboard a hundred airships of various sizes. Each one was unique and bristled with weapons that were sometimes haphazardly affixed to their surfaces. They bore machine guns, missiles, and other standard ordinance. However, more high-tech weapons were also visible, such as lasers and energy weapons.

At the rear of the fleet were three hulking motherships, leaders of the air and land battle groups. Each one was a highly sophisticated vehicle that drew heavily on the secrets of a bygone age. The incredible destructive power they wielded made the battle groups more than formidable. The darkness that descended on Sanctuary was a threat to this shining, holy jewel.

At last, the enemy was revealed.

The thousand warships deployed to the fortress arranged themselves to meet the attack. As they swung into formation, the glittering light of their energy towers shone through the shadow. Before the front lines of beasts and beast riders could reach the stronghold gates, they came under fire.

The sky came alive with the angry flash of energy weapons, like dazzling and deadly fireworks. This marked the true beginning of this war.

A once gloomy sky roiled from the glare, and the world descended into chaos. The sun’s light had been swallowed up, making the warriors feel like they’d been swallowed into a sinister purgatory. All at once, reality became nothing but blood and the threat of death.

“Aahhh!”

A soldier screamed as he was dragged off his feet by a two-headed hawk-like beast. The rider on its back fired his machine gun wildly into the soldier’s body. Even sturdy Elysian gear couldn’t completely stop bullets point-blank, so the unfortunate soldier was left in a mangled and unmoving heap.

Another beast rider dropped a cluster of grenades from above. Fire and shrapnel erupted among the Elysians.

A rider clinging to the back of a wolf charged through the ruined portion of Sanctuary’s wall wielding an electric saw. He brought the spinning teeth of the saw down on the nearest soldier, which produced an ear-piercing scream of metal on metal and the sparks to match. Rhinos carrying rocket launchers charged in behind and released rocket-propelled grenades into the clusters of troops.

However, the Elysians were not green recruits. Hundreds of bolts from rapidfire crossbows answered the creatures charging through the breach. Meanwhile, streaks of energy were cast down onto the enemy from the walls. The targets hit by the streaks of electricity exploded into messes of blood and bone.

“Kill them all!”

“Make these Elysian swine see what wastelander strength is!”

The barbarian hordes were unflinching in the face of death, like a pack of rabid beasts. In the face of this hysterical charge, the Elysians bore down, more determined than ever. They weren’t fighting for survival or to resist some tyranny. They fought for an ideal greater than themselves: honor for their realm – something they were just as willing to give their lives for.

Hammont drew his sword when he saw that battle had been joined. Now wasn’t the time for highbrow worries over justice and evil. There was only one thing on his mind at the moment, and it was the words Governor Arcturus had told him:

“Remember. Everything we do, we do for the millions of Elysian citizens.”

“Brothers! These despicable brutes are here to sully the brilliant light that is Skycloud! Show them our strength and pride! To the front! Press the attack!”

Hammont’s soldiers yelled in response. Their blood boiled in their veins for they were soldiers! Battle was their life! Their enemies were fierce, but Elysians were not cowards!

“Chaaaarge!”

Hammont led his troops from the front. With a flash of his sword, he cut the head off a giant wolf that had gotten too close. Next, he killed its rider who tried to slip in an attack. His corps of a thousand strong cut their way into the heart of the conflict.

As the war spread to the walls of Sanctuary, the battle in the sky was reaching a fever pitch.

An oval-shaped flying ship dashed through the battlefield with surprising grace and speed. What powered its attacks were unclear, but searing lasers shot out from every inch of it and wreaked havoc on the enemy.

Those lasers carved through armor like it was hardly there. The sturdiest composite alloy peeled back like the skin of a fruit. The Elysians had no means of protecting themselves.

Elysian demon hunters attempted to answer with cones of flame, blades of wind, and spikes of rock. Energy towers measured their attacks to deliver a persistent onslaught. However, the unidentified flying weapon either dodged the threats, or its shields rendered them harmless. It continued to press through the enemy lines towards the heart of the fortress.

Its primary target was the cluster of leaders hiding there.

Woosh-woosh-woosh!

Three angry red beams of light shot forth!

An elder by Arcturus’s side shot to his feet. He was a man of status, headmaster of Skycloud’s demon hunter university. Although past his prime, he was counted among the strongest.

He raised his hands and from them summoned a half-shell of protective energy. The lasers swept across the shield’s surface, leaving angry welts in their wake.

Arcturus narrowed his eyes. His body suddenly exploded in electric light. All of that energy rose into the sky and condensed into an enormous blade of thunder!

It roared through the air with a chorus of thunder, cutting the flying saucer in half as easily as though it were a duck egg. There was no resistance at all against Arcturus’s strength.

The frightening wastelander machine ended its reign of terror with an explosive display.

A handful of figures could be seen darting from the wreckage. The first among them was covered in sleek, black armor and a mask that completely covered his face. His eyes flashed red, and in each hand was a blade composed of purple light.

The violent explosion seemed to have had no effect on him. He raced through the sky, his legs pumping against invisible terrain as he charged at the heart of Sanctuary.

Arcturus Cloude’s eyes were fixed on the masked face. Somehow, it was as though he could pierce the mask to see beneath and peer into the man’s soul.

“There you are.”


57 / Settling Old Scores


Cloudhawk’s vanguard was too small to be considered the main force.

His Goshawks fought fiercely, but though they caught the demon hunters off guard at the beginning, the Elysians quickly rallied. As their numbers grew and their shock regarding the relic-wielding wastelanders was shaken off, the Elysians began to regain ground.

The Goshawk fighting style was straightforward. They were brutal and overwhelming but lacked tactical cooperation. Until their training was complete, they were less an army and more of a mob. Little by little, the advantage they started with began to wane.

Cloudhawk’s vanguard was now clearly separated into three groups.

First was Cloudhawk himself and the men he commanded, including the Goshawks and Talons from Greenland. Among them were the drunk, Gabriel, and Roc, who served as lieutenants. They were fighting a frenzied battle against Oren and his Demon Hunter Corps.

Second were the wargs and wendigo, led by the Wendigo King. They held the flanks against a constant and concerted push from Elysian forces. They fought off what they could while avoiding the most dangerous of Skycloud’s demon hunters.

Finally, there was Coal and his genetically modified warriors from Nucleus. Coal himself didn’t have any innate leadership talent and had pushed too far into the enemy forces. His rear forces were being torn apart by Elysian soldiers.

The Wendigo King ripped through a charging demon hunter with his scarlet claws. It was his sixth kill since the battle began, while he had sustained nine injuries. A full third of his forces were already dead, and ten of the Khan’s personal Black Knights had fallen.

He was not pleased with how the battle was developing. Wendigo were a sparse population as it was, and he couldn’t understand the logic of putting them in a position where many would die. The Wendigo King wasn’t like the other fighters here – he might have thrown in his lot with Nox, but his foremost concern was always his people.

Wargs and Wendigo were born of the dusty wastelands. They were uniquely suited to it, while the humans struggled to survive. The humans were here fighting for resources and status, and if that was the case, then why were his people dying for their benefit? For this reason, the Wendigo King insisted on commanding his own force. Under his direction, they could avoid the most lethal enemies, preserving as many lives as possible.

Elsewhere, a towering mountain of a figure acted in a completely opposite manner as the Wendigo King. Coal pierced into the enemy lines with no regard for his safety or survival. His zeal caused his men to quickly be surrounded, alone against a crowd of elite Elysian warriors and a handful of demon hunters.

At the moment, he was defending himself against several relic-wielding demon hunters who were trying to blow him apart. They’d succeeded in causing some small injuries, but that was all. Coal roared at them in defiance and ended the lives of whoever came within arm’s reach.

He was no typical mutant. Coal was born sturdy, a gifted warrior. At his young age, he was already a threat to veteran demon hunters. With time, there was no question he could rise to the rank of a wastelands king.

The Wendigo King vowed to remember this exceptional mutant. Next, he turned his attention to the old drunk.

Once Cloudhawk left to save Dawn, he had risen to replace him as the most dangerous warrior on their side. Alone, he was able to keep Oren locked down along with seven other demon hunters. He helped remove a lot of the pressure from the rest of the vanguard.

Oren Cloude was no match for the former War Saint. Today, the mighty Knight-Commander had suffered a string of humiliating defeats, first at the hands of a transformed Cloudhawk and now by this disheveled old lush. It was foolish to consider the commander weak, but even so, his attacks could not break the drunk’s impenetrable defenses.

Meanwhile, the drunk danced among his foes like it was a game. More than once, there was an opening he could have exploited to end the Knight-Commander’s life, but he let each one pass.

It was a confusing realization. Cloudhawk was a monster, surely, but each one of his allies was stranger than the last. Why didn’t this old man just kill him and be done with it? Without their commander, the Demon Hunter Corps would be much easier to break. What’s more, the drunk could turn his attention to other foes. He could handily tie up another ten veteran demon hunters all on his own and prevent further casualties on his side.

The Wendigo King wasn’t alone in his confusion. Oren himself wasn’t sure what to make of the situation, and the shame was driving him into a fury. The drunk was toying with him!

He tried to hold back his indignation and yelled at his foe. “Are you having fun leaping around like a monkey?! Fight like a man!”

The drunk responded to the outburst with his typical flippant grin, flashing his yellow teeth. “Don’t worry about it. I was dragged into this fight, nothing more. The fewer I kill, the better – the only life I want is the governor’s.”

What? Kill Arcturus?! This dirty beggar has the gall to speak such blasphemy! Oren’s fragile temperament cracked even further.

By now, the wastelands’ main force had closed the distance. Cloudhawk’s meteor had carved an opening in Sanctuary’s defenses, allowing them to slip in. Carrier vehicles and mutant beasts poured in by the hundreds. There were too many wastelanders too eager to die. They spread like ants through any available space, while from among them, ancient weapons blasted towards the defenders.

Finally, the Wendigo King and Coal saw the pressure ease off their forces.

The Wendigo King sighed in relief. To avoid any further loss of life, he ordered his men back. “Stop the advance! We will take up the rear, make sure the main force isn’t surrounded, and keep the door open for the rest.”

Coal saw it as an opportunity to cause more mayhem. “Kill them! Cut in deeper! We have to help Cloudhawk!”

Before the whole of the main force had arrived, Coal was already pushing in deeper. He released his own special ability, and there among the wave of Elysians, he erupted into a column of flame. Like a molten giant, he crashed through Sanctuary’s defensive line, leading his wild warriors closer to the heart of the stronghold, like it was the only way to ease the guilt in his heart.

However, as they closed in on Sanctuary’s central area, Coal was cut off by Hammont and his forces. When the Drake Corps’ commander recognized the mutant, his stoic face darkened like a thunderhead.

“You!”
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The wastelanders and their brazen beasts were too numerous. Cloudhawk’s meteor had obliterated all the attack and defense towers in that area, allowing them to pour in.

Oren’s Demon Hunter Corps and the several thousand Elysian soldiers weren’t enough to stem the tide. These despicable barbarians seemed endless. Kill one and three took his place. Skycloud’s forces were being pushed back by the sheer number alone.

The battle grew ever more ferocious. The situation was one of utter chaos.

Oren was locked down by the drunk, and the situation in the area was nothing short of hell.

“Of the three legendary men of the Cloude family, the only who remains is Arcturus. Have you thought at all about the consequences if he died? Don’t you see how prosperous and powerful Skycloud has become? The wastelanders can’t be allowed to destroy that!”

The drunk responded while easily deflecting the Knight-Commander’s attacks. “Ever since that day half a dozen years ago, there hasn’t been true peace in Skycloud. The Elysian lands today are nothing compared to what they were ten years ago. Aren’t you at all curious what happened behind the scenes? Don’t you ever wonder what Arcturus’s ultimate goal is?”

A ten-meter-long bird of prey swept by. Upon its wide shoulders were twenty to thirty wastelanders, several bearing rocket launchers. They were screaming and firing recklessly into the crowds of demon hunters below. The other fired poison bolts at whatever target they could find.

I’ll kill these rotten fiends myself!

Oren lifted his right hand and summoned a gravitational field. A moment later, the space around the enormous bird began to warp. All of a sudden, an irresistible force came crashing down, like a flyswatter onto a fly. The bird was smashed against the meteor so hard that it left a crater on its metallic surface. That sturdy monster was reduced to paste, its liquid remains indistinguishable from the bloody chunks that had been its riders.

Oren turned back to the drunk and launched five consecutive attacks. Each one carved trenches three meters deep and a dozen meters long around him.

The meteor Cloudhawk had summoned was at least fifty percent metal. It was supremely sturdy, and the strongest warriors could hack at it with axes and succeed in only barely shaving off chips. These attacks from Oren were achieving much more than that with the help of a thousand times the force of gravity behind them.

“You think you have what it takes to kill Master Arcturus?” Oren turned up his nose at the drunk’s declaration. “His wisdom, strategy, and ambition run as deep as the oceans. He is the most incredible human to have lived in the last millennia. A man like you can never understand his decisions, only misconstrue his acts. But we have faith that everything he does, he does in service of humanity!”

The drunk narrowed his eyes. “What Arcturus has done these past years violates every tenet of basic human morality and conscience. If you knew the full extent of his crimes, would you still die for him?”

“Whether offensive or defensive, this conflict was bound to get bloody. Good and evil are ever at odds. If no one stands against the darkness, how can you sow light around the world? You have shown that you don’t understand this basic truth.”

Oren’s face was set: intractable, resolute, and emotional. “I don’t need to know why Master Arcturus kills someone. I need to know only one thing, and that’s when Arcturus chooses to take a life, it’s to save millions of others. Perhaps in your eyes, he is a man who won his position through foul means, but I promise that none of you understand the true man that is our governor! He has sacrificed more than anyone can imagine!”

The drunk scowled. He was stunned at how fervently Arcturus was being defended by these fanatics.

Oren continued, “You are beasts that are ruled by emotion. Only Arcturus has the wisdom to rise above! Who knows better than anyone what needs to be accomplished and how? That is the Arcturus I know!”

“So be it. I don’t have any grand ideals, and I don’t know what righteous mission Arcturus claims to be on. All I know is that sooner or later, it’ll all come out in the wash. Arcturus’s games have caused this mess, and from where I stand, it only looks like it’s going to get worse. Now is the time for him to settle accounts.”

The old drunk raised his head when he heard the flying saucer scream by overhead. That was the Khan’s personal vehicle.

Alone, the drunk was certainly no match for Arcturus. The same was probably true for the Khan of Evernight. However, the combined might of Nox and Nucleus had a chance, slim as it was.

Vengeance hadn’t been on the drunk’s mind before today. On the one hand, he knew he couldn’t accomplish it. On the other, he didn’t think it mattered. But ever since Arcturus orchestrated the murder of Skye Polaris and ever since the old drunk had regained his health, his thinking had changed. He didn’t care about this war. It didn’t matter who ultimately won or lost. He had one goal and one goal only – Arcturus.

“Don’t even dream of it. Die!” With a mask of fury on his face, Oren flung out his hand towards the War Saint. A crushing field of increased gravity slammed down on the drunk.

“I don’t have any more time to play with you. We’ll stop it here!” There was a glimmer in the drunk’s eyes, and he suddenly vanished like a ghost. He reappeared directly in front of Oren with Daybreak following in a beautiful arc.

Oren held his staff with both hands and held it aloft, instinctively manipulating gravity around him to his benefit. Empowered with the terrible energy of his glove relic, the staff screamed through the air towards the drunk’s temple. Strong as the lush was, a direct blow from the staff would undoubtedly break his skull into pieces.

However, the drunk was agile. The flash of his sword swerved around the staff, its deadly gleam climbing up the weapon but never touching it. It was an incredible display, one only the War Saint could manage.

“Agghh!”

Oren screamed as his right arm was completely severed.

“I’m leaving you your life, but your relic belongs to me now.”

The drunk took the glove off Oren’s hand. Without sparing him a second glance, he shot towards the center of the fortress like an arrow. He arrived just as Arcturus released his blast of electric power and destroyed the Khan’s ship.

As the Khan shot from the wreckage, he and the drunk locked eyes. Wordlessly, they came to an accord. Their shared malice settled onto Arcturus.

“Both of you have arrived, hm?” Arcturus greeted them with a sigh. It was unclear what he felt at that moment, but in the next, he was flooded with immense electrical power. A terrifying accumulation of force hung around him like a bomb ready to detonate. “What comes will come. Sometimes, it is unavoidable.”

There was nothing else said. There was nothing more to say. The Khan of Evernight and Vulkan the War Saint launched into their joint attack. Three epic warriors of the last generation met in midair, marking the beginning of a legendary confrontation.


58 / The Ultimate Assassin


Cloudhawk was locked in conflict with Selene.

Their exchanges were full of fire and fury, but there was no real lethal intent. However, Cloudhawk knew they couldn’t keep up this ruse for long. The medicine Hellflower had given him would fade soon, so he couldn’t afford to stay here. Who could say if he’d even be able to stand once it wore off, much less defend himself?

No time to delay! He had to move quickly. Of course, that was easier said than done.

They were surrounded by Templars, Clerics, demon hunters, Cloude family fighters, Court of Shadows assassins, and representatives from the other great households. Frost de Winter and Atlas Umbra were skulking the edges, waiting for their chance to strike, though he didn’t know why they hadn’t already. He couldn’t afford to discount them.

Something was disturbing the space in this area as well, preventing him from teleporting to safety. It seemed Selene’s efforts to give him an opening were of no use. He couldn’t escape!

A sound thundered overhead. Cloudhawk raised his eyes in time to see the aftermath of the drunk and the Khan of Evernight attacking Arcturus. It was an incredible thing to watch, with the exchange shifting and flowing a dozen times in the blink of an eye. They were a mess of purple light, electric fire, and gleaming steel. It was dazzling and too fast for most to follow.

The Khan of Evernight had dispatched a large number of capable allies. His forces spread out to draw the attention of Arcturus’s lieutenants.

Cloudhawk continued to look around the battlefield until he spied a wastelander mothership speeding through Sanctuary’s defensive shell. As its shadow fell over the fortress, wave after wave of Black Knights descended to join the fight.

Frost saw it too, and his face darkened. “Stop them!”

The Black Knights were Nox’s greatest fighters, what Cloudhawk understood to be godslayers and wastelander martial artists.

On average, the Black Knights were stronger than typical members of the Demon Hunter Corps – they were more in line with Templars. The product of years of Nox’s effort and resources, they were trained directly by the mysterious city’s mighty leader. When they were fully trained, they were nightmares of martial capability who wielded relics artfully, warriors of superior quality and fighting prowess.

Two hundred of them flooded the battlefield, along with a number of other units. Frost and Atlas were forced to turn their attention away from Cloudhawk and order their troops to mount a response.

Cloudhawk recognized this as his chance. So did Selene. “Go. Now!”

“If I leave now, won’t they know you helped?” He knew things were not easy for her now.

She sniffed. “You think it’ll trouble me? Do you still care? You have Dawn to worry about!”

Cloudhawk’s heart ached to discover that even Selene, intrepid as she was, would take this stance. Even now, she was still upset. Cloudhawk could see that her resentment ran deep. But he didn’t have time to make it right. The window to escape was closing.

“If I survive, I will come back and find you.”

Cloudhawk wrapped his hands around Ardent Wrath’s hilt, then hacked it towards Phain. The Grand Prior deflected the strike but was knocked back ten meters as a result.

Cloudhawk grabbed Dawn. “Stop fighting, we’ve got to go!”

Phain did not give chase. He watched the two leap off the dais and out of the demon hunters’ field of control. They’d broken free from the heart of the battle, and Cloudhawk prepared to teleport them to safety -

A sickly green flash of light dashed towards them, aimed past Dawn at the back of Cloudhawk’s neck.

Cloudhawk’s danger senses were as keen as a knife, but he didn’t have time to warn Dawn. The threat of the attack chilled him down to his bones.

The one attacking them was powerful – one of the most powerful Cloudhawk had ever faced. He knew immediately this was an expert assassin. His sneak attack and the deadly relics he employed were all but impossible to avoid.

“Careful!”

In that instant, Dawn drew on all her potential. She shoved Cloudhawk out of the way and threw herself in its path.

Caustic green and black power bloomed across Dawn’s chest. It drilled through her, threatening to burst out the other side at Cloudhawk, who stood stunned behind. However, Dawn’s reaction was quick. Her hands darted out and snatched her assailant’s wrists in vice-like grips. The weapon stopped, frozen in Dawn’s body and unable to pierce Cloudhawk.

No!

His vision turned red as the veins in his eyes engorged. Faster than even his mind could react, two streaks of silver shot from his hands and wrapped around Dawn. Like a pair of silvery vipers, they lashed out at the shadow that haunted them.

Light raked through the darkness. Cloudhawk, in blind fury, wrenched the Silver Serpents again and again through the figure until it was cut to pieces.

Wait. Something isn’t right. Too easy.

Even with Dawn’s help, this was an apex assassin they were facing. He wouldn’t be taken down by a wild counterattack.

He was preparing for another blow. This man would definitely not be so easy to kill!

It was a passing thought, however, and Cloudhawk called back the Silver Serpents. He wrapped his arms around Dawn and kicked off with his legs. They both shot off into the distance, away from danger.

Only seconds had passed since the blow caught her, but Dawn’s face was already deathly pale. She didn’t even have the strength to hold Terrangelica.

Clang! The weapon hit the ground. She’d lost all control of her body. She looked up with wide eyes, her pupils dilated, fighting for breath. Every nerve in her body was shutting down.

Poison!

That bastard had made sure she’d die!

Killers like him never relied just on their strikes. They were employed to eliminate targets, so they took whatever measures necessary to make sure they died.

Cloudhawk didn’t know what to do. “Hey, you hold on. I’m getting you out of here.”

“I’m sorry, Cloudhawk. I just wanted to be with you in Greenland. I didn’t think I’d cause so much trouble.” Dawn could only manage to weakly shake her head. Tears of blood dripped down her pale cheeks. She had to fight for each mouthful of air. “That was Janus… you can’t beat him. Leave me. Run.”

It was just one stab with a dagger! But Dawn was on the precipice of death. That monster’s relic was deadlier than even Atlas’s Deathstalker.

Cloudhawk stood up and looked around. He spotted a shadow creeping through the air – a figure draped in black cloth with nothing but emotionless eyes revealed. The wrinkles gathered at his canthus told Cloudhawk he was a middle-aged man.

Dawn was right. It was Janus Umbra, sometimes known in whispers as the Titan of Many Faces.

Stories told of Janus’s ability to take whatever shape he chose, and his method of killing was known to all in the Elysian lands. He was a man who was among the peak of Skycloud’s elite even in its heyday, comparable to the likes of the Crimson One. Only, unlike the Master Demon Hunter, his talents lay in darker spheres.

Once you were stalked by the Titan of Many Faces, you did not escape. Now, his shadow had fallen upon Dawn and Cloudhawk.

Phain watched from the dais, seeing the life fade from his former student. His face darkened. In the end, she wouldn’t get away. His hand tightened around the hilt of his blade.

Surprise flitted across Selene’s expression when she saw what happened. She could hardly believe Arcturus would call out his deadly shadow. She couldn’t hold back. “You actually...”

The looks on Frost’s and Atlas’s faces were different. Frost was surprised his master had finally taken the step to kill Cloudhawk. As far as he was concerned, the wastelander was finished. It filled him with a sense of displeasure. On the surface, he made it obvious he despised Cloudhawk – in fact, there was no love at all between them – but logic dictated that the man should live. Thus, he understood why Selene had fought him but had no intention of doing harm.

Frost hated what Cloudhawk stood for, hated his potential, but he knew that if there was anyone – anyone - who could cause even a minor inconvenience to the mighty foe he kept secret in his heart, it was Cloudhawk. He understood that if he wanted to exact revenge for his parents’ deaths, he couldn’t do it alone. However much he despised Cloudhawk, he could still be used.

Atlas was just as surprised to see his family’s great power called upon. He was a man in his twenties, his father twice that. Atlas had long since been positioned to become the future patriarch of their clan. However, as things stood, the transfer of leadership wasn’t set to happen for another couple of decades.

Still, even after being promoted to second-in-command of the Court of Shadows, he still didn’t know anything about the mysterious leader of his troop and his family. There was but one thing everyone knew about Janus, which was that he was a complete enigma.

He seemed to be cloaked in mysteries. Although he was their family patriarch, he rarely dealt with familial matters. Most everything was handled by Umbra elders. Though he held the post of Chief Assassin, he almost never personally led Court agents. All of the organization’s dealings were handled by Atlas.

Yet, the most inexplicable thing of all was that no one – not even Atlas – had ever seen his face.

Such a puzzling and powerful figure. His interest in Cloudhawk had been piqued years ago.

It was not out of the blue. In truth, Janus had had many dealings with Cloudhawk over the years, covertly of course. These were dealings even Cloudhawk had never known. One of the most extraordinary that he knew of was when the Umbra patriarch spoke on his behalf during his trial in the Temple. But that was not the only time. Six months later, when the Court of Shadows had been contracted to kill him…

Janus had been summoned to deal with the problem himself. To the eternal shock of all in the know, he failed. For an assassin of his caliber, it was unthinkable.

More precisely, Janus never had the opportunity to hunt down his target. On the way, his road was blocked. Since even the Umbra family was unaware of what happened, they sent Atlas to investigate. He followed the trail to a battlefield. The marks left behind told the story of a fierce battle. Between Janus and…

Atlas’s eyes slid towards Selene.

The marks he’d seen could only have been caused by her crossblade. It could only have been the Apostle who stood against the Umbra patriarch. Atlas knew of her strength and knew that he was no threat to her. However, he was equally certain that she was no match for Janus. More secrets shrouded the truth, this time between these two. What were they hiding?

Atlas had the distinct impression that there was some unseen thread tying them all together. He glanced at Frost. Frost looked back. Atlas said the unspoken words with a nod.

Both men continued to wait and watch.

Cloudhawk’s eyes burned with madness. Those fiery eyes were fixed on the cryptic shadow coming his way. “What did you do to her? Give me the antidote!”

Janus’s eyes peered back at him, as though they’d never suffered a moment of emotion in all his years. “I kill. I do not save. There is no antidote.”

“Then I will kill you!”

Anger took control. Flames from Ardent Wrath flared with unprecedented intensity, lancing across the sky dozens of meters. Like a burning waterfall, it screamed towards the assassin. Janus remained still – he did not move, did not defend himself. He just stared with those empty, soulless eyes as the fire ran him through. Nothing registered as the fires consumed his body.

What the fuck? Cloudhawk had a creeping premonition. That was twice he killed this asshole. But he didn’t understand.

Suddenly, from behind, he felt a sharp and deadly bite. He could feel the cold steel digging into his cloak, his armor, then his flesh. He felt every inch of it as it pierced his heart. The frigid presence of death fell over him.


59 / Cornered


The instant Janus’s dagger pierced his skin, Cloudhawk felt the toxins begin to spread through his body. It felt like fire was being injected into him.

Luckily, it was just a matter of the flesh. Cloudhawk had nothing to fear from poison.

Janus must have known this one strike would not be enough since he prepared to tear open a deadly gash through his target’s frame. However, as the assassin heaved, he suddenly felt resistance give way. Cloudhawk had engaged his phase ability and spun around with Arden Wrath cutting a deadly arc.

A ferocious cut followed, cleaving Janus apart at the waist!

For the third time, Skycloud’s master assassin was slain.

Both halves of the man wafted away from each other like leaves on the wind and settled upon the ground five meters apart. Only a handful of creatures could survive a wound like that, none of them typical humans.

However, the mysterious patriarch of the Umbra family would not stay down.

Cloudhawk made sure to watch carefully. As he stared, he saw the borders of that figure begin to dissolve into smoke. Then, the two halves vanished entirely.

Of course it wasn’t real. No wonder he’d been able to land blows so easily.

Cloudhawk looked around, this time finding more than one of the men. Shadows descended on him from several directions, each one masked in the same way and watching with soulless eyes. The daggers in their grip seemed real enough. Were they all copies?

So that was his secret. No wonder he seemed invincible. It was certainly a unique skill, but something about it made him think of Adder.

Adder had been able to summon mirror images through a high-grade relic. The doppelgangers it created were near-perfect replicas that copied the form and even the relics of its target. Such a relic had made Adder one of the most terrible enemies Cloudhawk had ever faced. Luck had played a big role in his victory that day under the God Tree.

However, Janus’s ability had a distinct difference from Adder’s.

Adder’s crystal mirror summoned copies of whatever he liked, but Janus’s mirror images were limited to himself. The former could replicate anything. However, they were weaker than the original and were capped at four or five copies. Janus’s relic was specialized, thus creating more powerful mirror images and in greater numbers.

Three… five… ten… twenty…

Shadow after shadow swept towards him like a flood of nightmares, appearing from the ether and gaining substance as they neared. There seemed to be no end to them.

Cloudhawk suddenly found himself alone in a sea of deadpan eyes. Each shadow was perfectly identical, and it was impossible for him to pick out the true assassin.

It was no wonder this man was the head of the Umbra family, the leader of the Court of Shadows and Skycloud’s ultimate assassin.

The physicality of these copies was very weak. All of their power was concentrated in their attacks, whose strikes were as deadly as the original’s. However, with each subsequent attack, the copies became weaker.

That was how Cloudhawk had been able to cut down several already. Assassins were not warriors. They didn’t fare well in protracted battles. They were trained to eliminate their target in one blow, so a single opportunity was all they needed.

Ten of the shadows closed in on Cloudhawk and struck in unison. It was a frightening scene, for this singular attack was delivered by Skycloud’s foremost killer, ten times over at the same time.

Cloudhawk’s eyes slid toward Dawn, who was motionless on the ground. He took a deep breath, sheathed Ardent Wrath on his back, and retrieved the Rekindling Lens from a pocket. First, he would have to heal the wound in her chest.

But Janus would not stand idly by and allow him the chance. Cloudhawk was immune to his poison? Then he would just have to kill him the old fashioned way, by cutting him to pieces!

Those ten copies dissolved into smoke and were carried away by the wind. A moment later, four more appeared right beside Cloudhawk. They attacked him with incredible speed.

More followed, wave after wave converging on a single point.

Meanwhile, Cloudhawk remained with his feet planted, not moving. All around him, grim specters reached out with lethal intent. Janus could be just as deadly as a Master Demon Hunter, but his attacks were fundamentally different.

The likes of Arcturus and the Crimson One relied on psychic power and had it in spades. When they summoned that strength, the results shook the earth.

Janus’s strikes, on the other hand, were not showy or sensational. They could be described with a single adjective, taken to the extreme – fast!

Unbelievably fast, supplemented by an assassin’s deadly precision and stealth.

Cloudhawk found himself the dead center of a killing field.

For this reason, Cloudhawk made no effort to protect himself. He knew he couldn’t match Janus’s speed, especially not ten of him. Instead, he gathered his mental energies, took a breath, and let it go.

A torrent of green fire erupted from him. Before anyone knew what was happening, it had consumed an area ten meters in every direction. Janus’s copies were instantly destroyed. Yet despite the ring of deadly fire, it was no use. The assassin’s shadows were all-pervasive and slipped through even the smallest gaps between the flames. They racked their sickly daggers against Cloudhawk’s flesh and left a number of gashes.

“Get the fuck away from me!”

Cloudhawk roared and urged the fires forth like a tidal wave. More of the mirror images were obliterated.

As his fury raged, a huge swath of ground around him was blasted by divine fire. It swelled out in every direction, a ring of all-consuming power with him at the center. With nowhere to hide, the twenty to thirty specters around Cloudhawk were erased.

Yet, in a display that robbed him of hope, the number of Janus’s copies was not affected. In fact, they increased.

The real assassin was hiding somewhere Cloudhawk could not pin down. He was controlling this perpetual onslaught from some inky shadow. These copies did not require much from him, but maintaining the field of Castigation Fire was a demanding task for Cloudhawk. Under these circumstances, Cloudhawk was no match for Janus.

Nothing he was doing threatened Janus at all, but the killer was cutting him apart slowly, one strike after another.

Cloudhawk sensed that each attack came at a different speed. Every time the dark blade raked across his skin, he could feel the poison eating away at him. Even with Cloudhawk’s incredible constitution, it would soon be too much for him. If this continued, he would die.

Selene was watching from a distance in disbelief. She didn’t understand why Janus would do this.

With each moment that passed, Frost’s brows tightened. It was the first time he’d seen the assassin at work. He was stunned by the strength and skill he witnessed. He found it amazing that such an accomplished person could remain such a well-kept secret in Skycloud.

At the same time, the battle above them seemed to have cooled. The blazing weapons in the Khan’s hands were dimming. Armor once smooth and sleek was badly scarred from the conflict, and the damaged parts revealed complex life-support equipment below. The drunk’s clothes had also been reduced to little more than rags. Smoke rose from marks where his flesh had been badly burned.

Standing opposite to them was Arcturus Cloude. He was as calm and collected as ever. His simplistic uniform was unscathed from the conflict, irrespective of his powerful foes. In fact, he hardly appeared to have broken a sweat.

“Bringing Nox into open conflict was an error. You were doubly wrong to appear here in person.”

Arcturus drew his attention to the scene below. Cloudhawk was a ball of green fire flinging his rage in a constant stream. The ground a hundred meters around him had been obliterated. However, Janus’s shadows were undeterred. They slithered through the cracks, ubiquitous creeping tendrils of death.

A strange looked passed through the governor’s eyes.

The drunk cast at him a hard, dignified stare.

Arcturus wielded supernatural mental powers, the likes of which Vulkan had never seen duplicated anywhere else. The other two Master Demon Hunters together couldn’t match what Arcturus was capable of. Based on his overwhelming capabilities, Arcturus even ranked among the top of those legendary demon hunters of old.

Ragged breaths came from behind the Khan’s mask. There was something unusual about his body, which forced him to rely on that armor to keep himself alive. As the battle raged and his armor suffered more damage, the effort needed to keep himself going increased.

“The mayfly attempts to shake the oak – a tragic overestimation of its strength. Some powers, some truths, cannot be known or profaned. To do so would be to invite death.”

Arcturus slowly drew forth a weapon – a mere exorcist rod.

It was the sort of lowly relic you could pick up at any equipment shop – a couple of gold pieces at most. Even among other relics of its sort, this rod was of subpar quality.

The drunk glowered dubiously at him. “Is this meant as an insult?”

“You are both spent. It would be an injustice to destroy you with Ruin.” Arcturus tightened his grip around the rod. “My intention is to instruct you on a fundamental truth: When facing absolute power, we must be willing to accept our inferiority. Be quiet, be hidden, and comprehend your weaknesses so that one day, you can grow strong.”

With the last syllable, a flash of electric energy sprang up around the governor. He dashed at the drunk as quick as lightning, exorcist rod at the ready.

The drunk’s martial prowess was eternally adaptable. Sunstroke answered Arcturus’s attack with a dozen of its own. Exorcist rod and mighty relic sword clashed forty times so quickly that it seemed to last only an instant.

An opening was revealed, and Arcturus took it. His exorcist rod slipped past the drunk’s defenses.

Power gathered in the heart of the rod and was suddenly released from the head. It struck the drunk’s sword. To him, it felt like all the worlds’ mountains and rivers were crashing through him at once. Vulkan lost control and was flung twenty meters through the air.

Arcturus spun around, turning his attention to the Khan of Evernight. In his hands, even an exorcist rod commanded horrific power – no less oppressive than Transcendence was when borne by Selene. Once again, the governor dissolved into a bolt of lightning and darted erratically around his new target. The Khan of Evernight managed to defend himself from several dozen blows, but the rod eventually caught him in the left shoulder.

The sound of that impact was deafening. The Khan’s left arm was torn from its socket and flung into the distance.

None could see it, but if anyone had been near enough to spy the limb, they would have been surprised by what they found. It was not human – at least not wholly. The limb was a combination of man and machine, flesh and steel.

“So this is how you’ve managed to keep yourself alive until now?”

Arcturus spared a moment to offer a sardonic grin before attacking again.

The Khan of Evernight was cast away, flailing uncontrollably.

Arcturus peered at the two who were struggling pitifully like drowning mice. Floating calmly in the air before them, electricity crackling all around, he regarded them with the calm and geniality of a practiced teacher. Stately, unflappable, unassailable – a man so far above the insects beneath him that he hardly paid them any mind.

“Even knowing defeat was inevitable, you still pursue death. Even though you understand that being vanquished would end everything you’ve built, you still foolishly jump into the abyss with both feet. Neither of you comprehends true power. You are ignorant to believe you have what it takes to overthrow Skycloud. The thought is laughable.”

The drunk didn’t know what the Khan was thinking, just as he wasn’t sure of the look on his own face. But he could feel the hopelessness sapping his strength, worming into his heart. He had begun to believe against all evidence that there was some small chance he could defeat this man – but the truth was proven otherwise.

An exorcist rod! The tool of students and novice demon hunters. That was all Arcturus needed to defeat both of them. Were Arcturus’s powers so immense that even such a lowly thing was a masterwork when he touched it?

The War Saint was no pushover. The Khan of Evernight, even less so. Either of them could rival a Master Demon Hunter, and either could be considered among the greatest warriors alive. And yet, before Arcturus, they were no threat at all.

“Here is where your struggles end!”

Arcturus clenched his hand around the exorcist rod, ready to deliver the final blow. Yet, as he drew his arm back, a sibilant hiss reached his ears. From the corner of his eyes, he saw sand and grit begin to gather in the air nearby.

His eyes narrowed, revealing once more the deep creases at their edges. He turned his head towards this new presence.


60 / Reinforcements


Cloudhawk felt his body getting heavier.

He was really in the shit, both physically and in general. He wasn’t sure how bad he was hurt, but he felt his strength slipping. The ring of Castigation Fire was too much for him to maintain. Meanwhile, Janus’s attacks continued with no signs of slowing.

Those biting daggers kept coming from different directions. They were too fast and hid behind dark powers just long enough to land their blows. With every pass, the damage they dealt mounted.

Because of this assassin’s methods, although his attacks fell like rain, they were still practically impossible to follow. Even keen-eyed spectators watching from the beginning could not tell where he was hiding. After all, Janus was not only exceptionally fast and able to change his form, but he could also cloak his presence. To most, his attacks came from nowhere, summoned from nothing.

All they could do was watch.

Cloudhawk struggled to maintain the flames. While he continued to blast through a huge number of Janus’s shadows, more kept coming and slipped through the net. The assassin’s attack was ever-changing and unceasing.

With each passing second, Cloudhawk’s body sported more and more slashes, all of them laden with poison. So far, it wasn’t enough to overcome his resistance, and his regenerative abilities were closing the wounds as quickly as they opened up. At least from outside, Janus’s attacks didn’t appear to be doing much harm.

However, it continued, over and over again. His strength waning, it was a miracle Cloudhawk had survived this long. Another demon hunter would have fallen long ago.

Where’s that damn assassin!? Where is he hiding? Cloudhawk tried to see if he could pick him out with Oddball or with his own special senses. So far, nothing was working.

Eventually, he understood that one’s stealth capabilities could be strong or weak. Oddball’s eyes were sharp enough to pierce the effects of many illusory relics – such as the sort used by Atlas – but not whatever power Janus was using.

Under these conditions, Cloudhawk’s own senses were equally confounded.

Each of the shadow assassins hummed with resonance, completely obscuring their origins. In addition to the chaos all around them, with hundreds of demon hunters at war and their many relics activated, Cloudhawk could not pick out any particular relic from the din.

Selene couldn’t see what was happening clearly, but she knew Cloudhawk was dead if things didn’t change. Her power flowed into Transcendence, and she braced herself, preparing to leap into action.

But before she could move, an unsettling rasping sound filled her ears. It wasn’t so much a sound since it didn’t come through sound waves. It was borne on wisps of mental energy that reached directly into her mind.

It dug into the darkest parts of her thoughts as though someone were digging a needle into her skull. Even Cloudhawk felt the excruciating pain of it.

All at once, demon hunters lost control of their relics, and their power faded. Huge groups of soldiers fell to the ground grasping their heads.

Cloudhawk didn’t need to guess where it came from. He knew the instant he felt it. At the same time, all the shadow assassins stopped as though rooted in place.

It was the mental dissonance from Silvana’s flute!

The Shepherd God had two primary skills: the first was the ability to control animals, and the second was the ability to control movement. By flooding her victims with mental power, she was able to override and take control of their actions.

The Shepherd’s flute was the god’s own artifact. When employed against those of low intelligence, it took over completely. Janus’s shadows were powerful but unable to act of their own accord. They had no intelligence, making it easy for Silvana to manipulate them as she pleased.

As the Shepherd God’s song reached across the field, a cascade of yellow sand sprinkled down from overhead. It spread wide enough to encompass the stronghold’s central dais, so thick that those caught within couldn’t see two meters in front of their noses.

Among this sudden, unnatural sandstorm was a hail of arrows. They were made from raspy yellow grit and were practically invisible as they flew, attacking indiscriminately. Noxian soldiers or Elysian elites, it didn’t matter. The arrows ran them through just the same.

Hundreds died when the sandstorm appeared. Most of the victims were Elysian.

One of the Skycloud demon hunters roared angrily and tried to control the winds with his relic. A huge gust was released, blowing the sand aside like someone had blown a bubble into its midst. It disrupted the storm enough to give them a clear glimpse.

It lasted only a brief moment. The gust was crushed, and once more, every eye was blinded by yellow sleet. While it raged, at least a thousand troops arrived on the field – Dark Atom’s elite warriors.

Two figures stood out, hovering in the air. One was Autumn in her emerald dress. The other was the hideous and intimidating Abaddon, the Caliph of the Sands.

One God. One Demon. Both presented themselves before Arcturus.

Their timely intervention had saved Vulkan and the Khan of Evernight.

Four figures of vastly different backgrounds, but all working in tacit congress. It was a mighty group gathered before the governor of Skycloud. But could the four of them threaten Arcturus?

Things had changed near Cloudhawk as well. Silvana’s flute had frozen the shadow assassins in place. He staggered backward as a streak of bright blue light flashed by his face.

It was so brilliant that it stung his eyes and moved several times faster than the speed of sound. In the blink of an eye, the shadows were cut apart. All that remained was a single target, hanging in the air.

Janus the Titan of Many Faces was revealed.

A broken sword immediately hacked towards his chest. The angry blue sword drilled forward as well.

Frost and Atlas finally had something to keep them busy as well. A mighty crystal dragon descended from on high with a Dryad upon its back. When it appeared, the crystal dragon released a deluge of green fire towards Frost de Winter. The Dryad leaped off its back and, with its vine hands coalescing into hammers, flung itself at Atlas.

Overhead, countless green dragons were suddenly visible in the sky, whipping around the dais. With ripping claws and gnashing teeth, they tore at whatever enemy they could grab.

Such beasts were the bane of demon hunters, for their relics were useless against dragonhide.

Phain ordered his Templars to take the field.

“Such a ruckus! Now’s the right time.”

An erudite man with a black eye patch was revealed, his hands clasped at the small of his back. Wolfblade, leader of the Dark Atom, strode forward like a man taking a leisurely walk. With his one good eye, he glanced around at the chaos.

Upon eliminating Janus’s shadow assassins, Wolfblade’s dazzling blue sword returned to his side. It danced around him in orbit as though it had a soul of its own. Any demon hunter foolish enough to draw near was impaled and killed on the spot. Whatever defensive relics they bore were useless before the deadly blue blade.

What’s more, they died in a strange and frightening fashion. Each victim dissolved into nothing, starting from where the sword had wounded them. They were forced to watch themselves be atomized until nothing remained.

“Cloudhawk! Are you alright?” A gruff voice entered Cloudhawk’s ear.

Wolfblade had sent his genetic soldiers with the vanguard. Their enormous mutant leader, rescued from the Blisterpeaks, had cut through walls of soldiers to reach this point. Coal stood a short distance away looking at his friend with concern.

He was now alone. His squad had been decimated, which showed the ferocity of the battle.

Coal wasn’t unscathed either. The mutant of iron sported a dozen nasty wounds, but with his superhuman constitution, he paid them no mind.

Good. Cloudhawk was still alive. Coal finally breathed a sigh of relief.

He wasn’t sure whether Cloudhawk still considered him a friend, but in Coal’s heart, the man was the closest thing he had to a brother.

Wolfblade picked his way across the field until he reached Dawn’s prone form. He fetched a syringe of some unknown liquid from his vest and inserted it into her neck. Heedless of the insanity surrounding him, he calmly injected the solution into the girl.

Dawn’s still chest suddenly heaved as she took a gulping breath. She quickly shook as a coughing fit wracked her, causing blood to spill from her mouth.

Cloudhawk’s eyes went wide with sudden hope when he saw her start to move. “She...”

“She won’t be dying yet,” Wolfblade assured him.

Excellent! Cloudhawk was elated. Wolfblade, that piece of shit – he always had an answer! He wasn’t one who made many friends, but at least this time, he’d done Cloudhawk an incalculable favor.

Yet no sooner did he drop his guard than an intense feeling of exhaustion wash over him. He was near his limit and didn’t know how much longer Hellflower’s stimulant would stay in effect. Even under its influence, he was more or less spent.

Meanwhile, the fight on the dais was becoming more intense by the second.

The center of the stronghold was awash in enemies, too many to deal with. From below, Hammont ordered his corps to charge to the center and lend aid. His main aim, however, was to hunt down and slaughter that despicable mutant, Coal.

He didn’t have the strength to fight off the other leaders, but that freak he could handle. But when they arrived at the dais, he was stunned by the scene. He was amazed that the fight had reached such a deadly pitch.

Cloudhawk spied Hammont’s approach. Hammont, feeling his gaze, looked back. The two men locked eyes and, for a moment, just stood there and stared.

There was conflict in the fat man’s face. He couldn’t face the man he respected so deeply the same way he had before. The Cloudhawk before him now was a wastelander general. In the eyes of Elysians, he was a fiend worthy of nothing but a brutal death – responsible for all manner of evils. A traitor who had thrown his lot in with mutants and demons!

Hammont tightened his grip around his weapon. His face grew hard.

Cloudhawk knew what was in his heart. If Hammont had half a chance, he would bury that sword in Cloudhawk’s body. If he did, he would become a hero to his people. The highest positions and greatest accolades would await him.

The fate of Sanctuary would be decided here at its apex. Yet no matter who won or who lost, the devastation on both sides would be staggering. When a war reached such a point, it was inevitable that death would be the ultimate victor.

Only… for the cost of so much blood and so many lives, what was the point?

Cloudhawk’s only interest here had been to save Dawn’s life. He’d succeeded, but many had died to do so.

In recent months, he had risen among the wastelanders like a brilliant star. At the same time, he was a foul shadow cast over the Elysian lands. How many wastelanders would worship him as a hero if this fortress fell? His valiant efforts to win their freedom would be immortalized. Yet how many Elysian children, parents, lovers, and siblings lost their lives? To those who were forced to live on, they would forever curse the name Cloudhawk.

Wolfblade straightened and faced Janus Umbra, then looked at the others gathered nearby. A grin touched his lips. “Look at all of you panting. You should rest, catch your breath. Watch the show – I’m sure you’ll be impressed.”


61 / The Demon Elder


Four peak-level warriors and one superhuman faced each other in the midst of a pitched battle.

“Indeed a worthy foe, Master Arcturus.” Abaddon’s crimson eyes were fixed on the governor. His twisted lips curled into a grin. In that uncomfortable demonic voice, he said, “Two against one and here you stand without a scratch.”

Arcturus remained still. His eyes turned to the god. “Abaddon I am familiar with. You are...”

Autumn’s eyes narrowed. She had no intention of holding a conversation. She twirled the flute in her hand, and it released a blast of cutting energy. Arcturus merely stepped aside, allowing it to pass him by. The gash her attack left in the ground stretched for ten meters.

A simple flute with so much power. It was no wonder she’d been able to go blow-for-blow with Skye Polaris.

The Caliph of the Sands chuckled and produced his tome relic. Tendrils of rasping grit formed from the sandstorm around them and gathered around the demon.

Vulkan and the Khan had found themselves in a desperate, losing battle just a moment ago. Now, however, they stood alongside a demon with the power to stand against Arcturus. The woman, Autumn, was not to be discounted either. Against the two of them, plus the Khan and Vulkan, even Arcturus might have to struggle.

Arcturus commanded power that rivaled that of the legendary demon hunters of old, but he was one man – and one man had limits. The fiercest tiger could be felled by ants if there were enough of them. This group that congregated around him now were also hardly ants. They were a pack of bloodthirsty wolves.

For wastelanders, the destruction of Sanctuary was not the most important goal. If by some miracle, they were able to kill Arcturus Cloude, it would be a resounding victory even if they were all wiped out. To the Elysians, their last Master Demon Hunter was orders of magnitude more important than a fortress. Skycloud owed its years of peace and prosperity to this man.

What an enticing target for the wastelanders. And how rare that he should leave the protection of his mighty city. Indeed, even getting a chance to kill this man was not easy. In choosing to participate in this fight, Arcturus exposed himself to these four deadly figures. It was such a rare chance, one in which – if they succeeded – Skycloud could be destroyed in one fell swoop.

Vulkan and the Khan of Evernight rushed back into the fight. They were quickly joined by their two divine allies.

As the dire situation unfolded, Arcturus knew it was not one he could shrug off. His empty palms blazed with electric energy, which quickly coalesced into the form of a blade. Ruin, his legendary weapon, crackled with ominous anticipation.

It was perhaps the strongest relic in Skycloud’s records. In all its history, only Arcturus had the power to wield it. Its stark glare lit his face as Abaddon, Autumn, Vulkan, and the Khan of Evernight converged on him.

Light, sword, flute, and sand. A myriad of weapons closed in desperate for blood.

These four, representing the apex of the wastelands’ power, focused their ire on one man. Their attack could not fail. Arcturus had nowhere to go. But as the cold light grew in the governor’s eyes, it was evident he would not just lie down. A staggering amount of power began to rise up within him.

A dazzling light swept across the sky. It was the expression of five weapons reacting at once – four vertical and one horizontal. Their clash was epic, and its echoes were felt across the battlefield like someone had detonated a bomb. The ground for a hundred meters all around their collision was destroyed and awash in lightning. Lights burst to life and faded in the sand and dust. It was as if their clash had summoned a thunderstorm.

All five were shoved back several dozen meters. The end result was a stalemate.

Cloudhawk, Selene, Frost, and the others couldn’t hide the shock from their faces. Four against one and still they could not gain the upper hand against Arcturus! It was a potent show of what this ultimate demon hunter was capable of. Arcturus truly was unsurpassed in power.

Witnessing this display, Hammont could not put into words how he felt. It was incredible to him that a man who possessed this staggering level of prowess was, on any other day, simply an amicable public official. Someone who chose to spend his time with a lowly servant like Hammont!

It was insane!

While everyone was distracted, Janus tried to conceal himself and move in for a sneak attack. Yet, as he vanished, a streak of azure light shot right for him, forcing the assassin to deflect it with his blade. His sneak attack was foiled, and his invisibility was dispelled.

Wolfblade shook his head slightly. “That was just the preamble. We haven’t even begun the first act yet. It would be rude to interrupt.”

Janus glared at the one-eyed man, revealing for the first time any sort of emotion in that dead gaze. Any other man and that stare would have scared them stiff, but Wolfblade looked back at him, entirely relaxed. He did not seem at all frightened by how the assassin might retaliate.

The sand sword in Abbadon’s hand began to shift as he faced Arcturus. “You are strong – stronger than any human I’ve met. But are you confident you are strong enough to fight off all four of us?”

“You’re welcome to try,” Arcturus responded without malice.

They obliged, each of his four enemies tearing at him with their full strength on display. Each collision summoned a gale of energy. No one dared involve themselves, nor did they want to draw themselves too close, for merely standing too close could be a deadly mistake.

The five combatants traded dozens of blows. At first glance, it still appeared that no one was gaining ground, but closer inspection revealed the advantage belonged to Arcturus.

Abaddon and Autumn were half a step too slow. The Khan and the drunk were exhausted. As such, even at full strength, weaknesses began to show. As the conflict raged, those openings became more frequent. Thus, Arcturus did not press the attack but instead countered when such flaws appeared.

There was a flash of electric light. The drunk was blasted back with his skin burned black.

Another flash. The Khan of Evernight lost his right leg and could no longer stand.

Autumn and Abbadon continued to trade blows, though they shifted from an offensive posture to a defensive one. Now, it was clear they were outmatched. Another five exchanges and the Caliph’s sword of sand was blasted apart. With a swipe from Ruin, both god and demon were sent flying.

In the end, it was clear. Even the four mighty warriors together were no match for Arcturus Cloude.

However, it had not been easy for him. The governor’s gray robes were dirty and torn in places. The silvery hair at his temples was slick with sweat. They were strangely human details in an otherwise superhuman display.

“The four of you still aren’t enough.” Arcturus took a deep breath. “This fight has continued for long enough. I think it’s time we brought it to an end.”

“End it? So naive!” The Khan cried out to Arcturus in that robotic, emotionless voice, “If you think this will be the end of our struggle, then you are sorely mistaken. We are only just beginning!”

A wrinkle appeared in Arcturus’s brow. A disc-shaped aircraft broke through the cloud cover overhead and descended towards the fortress.

The Khan and his allies retreated towards the ship. Everyone turned their eyes towards it in curiosity and wonder.

Its doors opened slowly, and from within strode forth a towering figure. The first, most striking revelation was how much it looked like Abaddon. His body was encased in dark armor, and its pair of burning red eyes gleamed brighter than the sun. However, the sturdy armor he wore was far more complicated than Abaddon’s. His hideous and contorted silhouette was uncomfortable to behold.

A demon! Another demon! The soldiers from both armies gaped at the sight. Abaddon was a known figure, but this new fiend was completely unexpected. And judging by his look and bearing, it was a demon of even higher status than the Caliph.

Arcturus’s eyes were fixed on it. Within them was an exceptionally rare glimmer of dread. However, ever a slave to decorum, he greeted the monster, “Your Majesty, you are...”

“Sovereign of Nox, General of Gehenna, and Elder of the Thirteenth Seal. You may call me Judas.” The demon elder provided a string of lofty titles, taking a step forward with each one he announced. Those burning eyes never blinked and never once turned from Arcturus. “I have heard your name, the legendary Arcturus Cloude. Of all the names scribed in your history of demon hunters, yours ranks among the top.”

That was their ploy. These first four were just the first wave. An appetizer, whereas the real meal they’d prepared for Arcturus was this demon elder.

Judas? It was a name Arcturus had heard before. Not unexpected as all the famous demon elders only rose to great prominence if they participated in the Great War. Most were slain in the conflict, but the remainder skittered back to the shadows of Gehenna to recover.

Judas also held a unique position among his people. He was a leader of the radical faction who believed, with the Demon King’s absence for over a millennium, that the time for inaction had passed. He had led a coterie of demons who thought like him from Gehenna and established the city of Nox far south of Skycloud. He was the undisputed master of that mysterious place.

Any demon active in the wastelands for the past many years had some connection to Judas. Most, if not all, heeded his commands. Abaddon was among them.1

“You are as strong as the stories claim. In truth, there is even a chance you may survive against me.”

“So to better your chances, you sent your lackeys to soften me up.”

Judas was frank in his response. “Correct. I suspect you now have very little strength left.”

A frown pulled at the corners of Arcturus’s lips. He’d long suspected a demon held the reins of power in Nox. He did not expect it to be an elder demon.

“I came today not just to end you, demon hunter.” Judas’s voice shook the earth in seismic waves. The very foundations of the fortress trembled. Every syllable was clear even far in the distance. “I have come to rip away the mask of your realm and reveal its hypocrisy!”



1 Take a moment to pause and remember the exchange between Mantis and Abaddon so long ago.

62 / Mysteries


Judas was the master and founder of Nox. He was the representative of those demons who rebelled against the status quo. A demon general, an elder of his race!

The Annals of the Great War made mention of his name. Humanity’s unfortunate experience with demons had taught them some of the strange race’s social structure.

Demons had long, perhaps infinite lifespans. However, as powerful as they were, there appeared to be powerful restrictions on their ability to procreate. As such, their numbers were always small, and after the Great War, their numbers shrank even further. Their defeat was an unmitigated disaster for the race as a whole.

The supreme leader of that species was known as the Demon King. Below him was what was known as the Council of Elders, dozens of them occupying positions they called Seals. They, in turn, were responsible for the demonic organization beneath them. The demons’ power structure had the classic pyramid shape.

The Demon King was the most powerful and respected of them all. The elders, of course, were also important members of the species. There was a direct correlation between strength/ability and elder status.

Judas’s ranking among the elders wasn’t the highest. However, the likes of Abaddon – a much younger demon – wouldn’t even be mentioned in the same breath. Two hundred years ago, Judas made his exodus from Gehenna and brought his followers with him. Only a few chose to remain when he established the city.

Abaddon was the first to swear allegiance to Nox.

Judas was loath to spend an eternity languishing in the darkness. Demons were creatures of incredible power! Why should they suffer the indignation of hiding under rocks and in shadows? With such strength, why should they hide? Why not use what they had to gather more resources and enjoy their existence?

The Demon King was dead. Their grand elder was missing. Demons by their nature were fractured people, and the wait seemed endless. How much longer were they expected to do nothing?

Judas decided to establish his own power. Little by little, step by step, he would tear the gods from their pedestals. Starting with Skycloud.

He recognized the potential of humans. With enough of their species under his command, he could create a powerful army.

In this elder demon’s eyes, Skycloud was an ideal place to erect his own realm. In a land of millions, he could cultivate powerful warriors to do his bidding. Then, with the fallen Skycloud as the root, his power would extend to take all of the wastelands and Elysian lands beyond. In time, he would become master of a far-reaching power to make the gods tremble.

Was this not far superior to lurking in pits and caverns?

However, Skycloud had a thousand years of development at its back. Each generation had a crowd of mighty representatives and scores of demon hunters as defenders. This was in addition to the god who looked over his creation from the Temple at its center. Overcoming such odds was too much, even for an elder.

Judas remembered when he tried. He was ambushed by Master Demon Hunters of the age, and they forced him to retreat far to the south. There he established Nox and slowly set about building his power. Once again, he was forced into hiding, but in time, he would emerge and take Skycloud for himself.

Much of his time was spent searching for agents to represent his city. He chose those who he thought were the best to build Nox’s foundation.

The lifespan of a demon was endless – a hundred years, a thousand years, they all passed just the same. To Judas, it was just a matter of time. Accumulate power. Wait for the right moment. This appeared to be that moment, a once-in-a-millennium chance. For reasons unknown, Skycloud’s patron god had fallen into a deep slumber and had no means of waking.

Judas had sensed this and stirred. Then, he began to plan. However, he quickly came upon a problem, the biggest impediment to his goals. Arcturus Cloude.

In the thousand years since the Great War, there had been remarkably few creatures like Arcturus that emerged. Fewer than one every hundred years even came close. Indeed, humans were a race of massive potential. Luckily, they lived short lives. Otherwise, in a couple thousand years, they might multiply and rise to threaten the demons themselves.

Arcturus. Arcturus had to die.

He was the only living thing that could threaten Judas.

Upon awakening, there was much to pique the elder’s interest. This rare opportunity to take Skycloud was not the most fascinating, nor was the realization that Gehenna had finally begun to stir. No – what struck him most was that the Demon King’s successor had been chosen. A human. A frail, inferior thing that would live a couple hundred years at the very most.

Inconceivable!

How could such a creature rise to fill the role of the Demon King? Judas would not submit to bowing before the whims of a human!
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The war for Sanctuary raged like a firestorm!

Then suddenly… stillness.

All trembled as the elder demon made his presence known.

Only Wolfblade remained unimpressed. He rubbed his chin with a strange glint in his eye. It was the sort of look that came upon a man when everything fell into place as expected. He made no secret of his contemptuous sneer towards Judas.

Wolfblade looked upon the mighty elder demon as though he were absurd.

Meanwhile, Abaddon, the Khan of Evernight, and all the rest of Nox’s forces fell back behind their sovereign.

Abaddon and the Khan could be counted as Judas’s lieutenants. Abaddon, like Judas, came to the human world from Gehenna. The Khan of Evernight, on the other hand, was recruited by Judas upon the latter’s awakening several years ago. He was elected to represent Nox among the humans and serve as the city’s governor.

Autumn watched from a short distance away. She peered upon the elder demon with brows furrowed. Judas’s presence came as a shock to her as much as any other. For Judas’s part, however, he did not seem to recognize Autumn’s true identity as Silvana. If he had, it was unlikely the demon would suffer the fallen god, given their history during the Great War.

Her eyes flashed momentarily towards Wolfblade. Something in her was convinced the elder’s presence had something to do with that sinister creature. What was strange, she thought, was that Abaddon knew of Wolfblade’s true identity. His master Judas, however, did not.

Skycloud’s many elites and generals disengaged from their fights. Everything was silent as the balance of power shifted.

Judas did not come to trade words. He raised a hand towards the sky, and from it belched a column of light. Above the heads of all who witnessed with eyes wide, the sky became a backdrop for a series of images. It appeared to tell a very old story.

“What are gods? What are demons? The distinction is unimportant, for they are but names.” Judas’s voice thundered across the plains. “Humans! Have you given no thought to where your divine benefactors hail from?”

The origins of these mighty creatures had indeed always been a mystery. Cloudhawk knew more than most and even then, understood only very little.

Legends claimed that gods and demons appeared among humanity thousands of years ago. They oversaw the destruction of that ancient civilization. However, what relationship they had to the cataclysm that destroyed this world – this cataclysm itself – was a story lost to time.

In truth, neither wastelanders nor Elysians cared much about those bygone days. Only a handful cared enough to unearth their secrets, people like Hellflower. The Elysians had their own explanation for what brought about the cataclysm.

What caused it? To them, it was unquestioningly the hubris of ancient humans. An excess of greed and the unending lust for power. When their appetite grew out of control, they lost their grip on the power they’d accumulated. This set in motion the destruction that brought their species to the brink of extinction.

Humans were the builders of their magnificent civilization as well as the architects of its destruction. Such was the original sin stained upon each mortal soul.

This was why the gods forbade those humans who came after from studying the old ways. Forsaking the sciences was the only way to make sure their terrible mistakes were not repeated.

Judas casually waved his hand. The scenes wrought upon the clouds showed images of the world after the cataclysm. Many long years had passed since the world was nearly obliterated. Those who survived only did so by huddling among the ruins of their fallen ancestors. They ate what beasts they could catch and drank their blood for sustenance. Humans lived like beasts, and no trace of their dignified history remained.

It was then that powerful and frightening figures appeared. Demons.

“Bear witness. It was not the gods you blindly worship who came to save your species. Those of who you call demons were the first to come and take up your burdens!”

“A thousand years ago, the demons came upon this ruined place. Nothing remained of human civilization. It was demons who guided humanity from the wreckage of its past failures. We wanted to restore your race to its bygone glory. Revitalize the culture and civilization you had lost. The barren prison you live in today would not be, were it not for the arrival of your gods.”

Shock and disbelief rippled through the crowd.

What was this evil creature saying?! Lies, they had to be. According to the histories of the Elysian lands, it was true that demons arrived first. However, they came to kill, not to save. That was why they were called demons! When the gods came, they came as saviors. Through their power, the demons were beaten back and the human species was preserved.

“We could have saved this planet, but our hopes were foiled by the ones who style themselves as gods. Their power and civilization were greater than ours. They attacked us with frightening weapons. And not just us – but also the human whom we had come to assist. Those unfortunate souls were twisted by godly power and became the first of what you would come to call mutants.”

Once again, the pictures shifted to reveal a new scene. It revealed beautiful and enormous ships in a different part of the world. These ships cast rays of light down upon huge swaths of land.

“Do you still not see? It was the gods who despoiled your beautiful home. It was their power that reduced most of your planet to lifeless wastelands. Their terrible deeds were then laid upon the shoulders of my people. Small portions were spared and turned into their Elysian lands where they gathered the ignorant and the gullible to do their bidding. Gods manipulated your ancestors into war with my kin. By exploiting the dangers and horrors of war, they won your adulation.”

As he recounted the tale, the images followed, revealing this lost history.

He claimed the mutants prowling the wastes were victims of the gods’ weapons, which twisted their genetic material. These unforgiving wastelands that choked the world was a curse set upon them by the gods. Skycloud’s millions of citizens were chattel, bred for some nefarious purpose by their falsely benevolent masters.

Hammont stared at the pictures and listened to the claims with an expression of patent disbelief. No… it couldn’t be true. No matter what this fiend claimed, he would not believe such falsehoods.

The gods in their infinite strength and wisdom… why would they attack the demons for no reason? Why try to exterminate a species that was weak and on the cusp of its own destruction? It made no sense!

Cloudhawk also found Judas’s tale to be dubious. He made a lot of claims, but the very central bit of evidence was lacking: motive!

Demons came first? Why? What drew them to a ruined planet? Where did they come from? Why choose this world? Both gods and demons were obviously creatures of a higher order than humanity. Their past, their future... were a mystery. What could have possibly brought them here to wage a terrible war, using lowly humans as their proxies?

Cloudhawk had some experience with Abaddon. He could tell that even being a demon, there was much the Caliph did not know about his own race.

Even if what Judas said was the truth, humans would not have accepted being chained by demons.

Arcturus narrowed his eyes and shook his head. “This is what you claim? This story you’ve woven, with so many flaws… you think it is enough to turn Skycloud’s pious from their faith?”

A merciless light gleamed in the elder’s eyes.

“No, I merely present the truth. Believe or don’t – it is not important. I believe that the day will soon come when all shall be revealed. Understanding shall bloom. Today, I seek to accomplish two very important things. First is to send your soul to Sumeru. You have served well as their lackey.”

“I have defeated several demons in my time,” Arcturus promised. He revealed no fear. “But I have yet to test myself against an elder.”

Shadowy ripples began to seep out into the world around Judas. The power within him was more than space could accommodate. He said nothing more – today, Arcturus Cloude had to die.

Though fresh and prepared, even Judas was not sure he could cut down the mighty human. However, the fight against his lieutenants had cost Arcturus much. Now was the right time to end this man’s life.

On one side of the dais stood humanity’s strongest champion. On the other, an elder of the demon race.

Everyone else watched with bated breath. The fight to come would surely be beyond what mortal minds could imagine.


63 / The Master's Gambit


The power radiating from Judas spread from him in black ripples. It spread out to establish a zone of control that attempted to envelop Arcturus Cloude.

The Master Demon Hunter scowled. He retreated from the ripples of darkness. Allowing Judas’s power to touch him would end badly.

“Foul demon!”

“Sanctuary will not succumb to your darkness!”

As Arcturus fell back, two of Skycloud’s elite stepped forward. The air around them hummed with the power of defensive relics that attempted to deflect Judas’s power. Their efforts were to buy their master time, but Arcturus called to them when he noticed. “Fall back!”

However, it was too late. Those ripples had spread to form an orb around the elder demon. It swelled quickly, separating from him and swallowing up the Skycloud agents before they could heed the governor’s warning. When his victims were within his zone of control, Judas wordlessly reacted. He stretched out a hand and gently poked the bubble.

It popped as one would expect a bubble to, but when it did, everything caught inside was erased from existence. The men who had rushed to Arcturus’s aid – along with their relics, presence, and the air around them – simply ceased to be. It was as though they were never there at all.

Just… removed. Completely obliterated.

Shock and trepidation filled everyone who witnessed it. The elder demon made it look exceedingly simple. He created the bubble, surrounded his target, and then they were gone. That was it.

“A powerful demonic relic. The Hilt of Annihilation.” As he watched Judas, Wolfblade spoke like a man recounting a fond memory. “Once it has you, Judas’s power strips reality of all trace you ever lived. Every atom is scoured. There is no way to protect yourself.”

What a horrifying power! It was the bane of a demon hunter’s defensive tools. In the face of the Hilt of Annihilation, it didn’t matter how strong one’s protections were. They were of no use.

It sounded like a kind of dimensional power, but Cloudhawk didn’t feel any ripples in time or space, so that seemed unlikely. Rather, they were obliterated as completely as the bubble that’d surrounded them. The tiniest ions of what they were disassembled when the field collapsed, leaving not even a faint mist to mark their end.

The elder demon hardly lifted a finger, but his power left everyone stunned.

As powerful as Arcturus was, he was a creature of flesh and blood. Had he been caught in that field, he would have suffered the same gruesome fate.

Arcturus did not waste time with words. Power welled up inside of him, and he jabbed a finger at the elder. Light flashed, and a javelin of electric energy streaked across the dais.

Halfway through its trek, a shuddering explosion rocked the beam. Countless threads of lightning crackled through the air like a host of vipers. They jerked and thrashed but gathered around Arcturus’s beam, empowering it further. Harsh electric light fell upon Judas.

The power of Ruin was nothing to scoff at. Few things could withstand a direct attack of this magnitude. A fraction of this terrible energy had nearly eliminated Cloudhawk and the drunk.

Yet the demon elder was not intimidated by Ruin’s roar. He did not even attempt to move away. He raised his large hand, and ripples once more propagated from his twisted form. Again a sphere of energy was summoned, the semi-translucent field spreading wide, the demon himself at its center.

When Ruin’s power struck the border, it was like a meteor striking the atmosphere. It had to fight through the dark energy, and every inch robbed it of some strength. By the time it reached Judas, the overwhelming power had become a mild shock.

Bang! Crack!

The beam struck Judas and detonated, dissolving into several threads of lightning that then vanished entirely. Incredible! The demon had completely dissipated Arcturus’s power! Judas wielded amazing strength. Not only could he stop most attacks, but those that got close would also be robbed of power and be rendered harmless.

This was the power of a demon elder.

Judas’s cold, sinister laughter rasped across the battlefield. “Your attempts are pitiful, Governor. Now witness my supremacy!”

With that, Judas shoved both hands forward.

Suddenly, the bubble became a missile. It shot towards Arcturus at incredible speed, forcing the demon hunter into action. Ruin was summoned and swiped through the air.

Whoosh!

A streak of lightning energy chopped down from overhead. Judas’s orb of annihilation was cut in two. However, that was not enough to eliminate the threat. The field was now two orbs closing in on Arcturus’s location.

The governor’s brows knitted tighter, and he was forced to retreat. As he did, the two bubbles collided and burst – but instead of vanishing, they now spread out as thousands of smaller orbs.

Each one was roughly the size of a human skull, slowly wafting through the air. Those that touched the ground and popped eliminated all they came into contact with. The rest continued to wander across the dais. People scrambled to evade them, and those that were too slow suffered for it. Most continued to harass Arcturus.

Pop! Pop-pop… pop pop pop!

Judas’s orbs burst upon contact, spreading all across the field like a storm. A handful managed to get close to the governor as indicated by the holes in his robes.

As the danger fell over him, power gathered within Arcturus and was released as a cluster of lightning bolts. Like the spikes of a hedgehog, they jabbed at those orbs that got too close.

“What’s the matter? Is Skycloud’s greatest demon hunter unable to fight back?” Judas sneered derisively and cast more orbs of annihilation at his target. Craters had appeared all around, mangling the site of their conflict due to contact with the demon’s power.

It made onlookers tremble and their hair stand on end.

Meanwhile, Arcturus frantically defended himself. For ten minutes, the Master Demon Hunter was on the back foot.

Throughout the conflict, there was no sound but for the crackle of electricity. Judas’s creeping orbs were nearly silent. They could dissolve a spaceship into fragments, and it would all happen without a sound.

The elder demon’s powers were just as frightening as the governor’s. However, Arcturus had spent much of his strength in previous battles. What’s more, demons recovered more quickly than humans. The longer the fight went on, the clearer Arcturus’s disadvantage became.

Judas knew this. He pressed harder with another powerful attack. Another wave of orbs coalesced around Arcturus, forcing him to expend more energy.

It was only a matter of time. The instant Arcturus’s mental energies were spent, he would be doomed.

Pop!

One of the orbs burst in front of the governor’s chest.

With a grunt, the orb’s detonation thrust Arcturus back several steps. A large swath of his robes was missing, as well as a fair amount of flesh from his chest. Bright, fresh blood leaked from the wound.

Wound. Arcturus Cloude had been wounded!

For the first time, it was proven that the governor could bleed. There existed someone with the ability to make it so. The Elysians stared at their beleaguered Governor in fear and disbelief. Arcturus was a near-mythical figure in Skycloud, but even a man with his unfathomable strength was wounded in battle against a demon. What normal demon hunter could stand against a fiend like Judas?

The Cloud God was sleeping. Arcturus was in danger. Skycloud’s two mightiest defenders were unable to protect the realm from disaster.

What had remained of Skycloud’s legendary heroes – Skye Polaris, Baldur Cloude, Sterling Cloude – were all dead. Two betrayed their home. If Master Arcturus were to fall, who would save Skycloud from destruction? High Priest Ramiel enjoyed a fine reputation but had no real authority. If Arcturus fell, would it mean the fall of the realm he governed?

“I know your stratagems, demon hunter. There is no escape.”

Judas was confident he would emerge victorious today. There was ample evidence to support it. Never in recent memory had Arcturus been in such dire straits. He was a mess in the eyes of his people, with torn robes and a nasty wound. Blood soaked his once-pristine scholarly garb. However, despite his deadly situation, Arcturus was not off-put. The way he looked at his wound was more calculating than concerned.

Judas became curious due to his opponent’s calm demeanor. “You do not fear for your life?”

Arcturus lifted his head and fixed the demon with a hard gaze. “Do you really believe you’ve seen through me?”

Judas’s response was tepid and self-assured. “You are the pinnacle of mortal achievement, but that is all. What more is there to see?”

Arcturus shook his head. “Not so. For if you really understood, you’d have never shown your face here.”

The demon elder did not understand. The human’s words confused him, and something in the governor’s confidence filled him with disquiet.

Arcturus raised his eyes towards the smoke-filled sky. “You have come, eager to discover what would happen to Skycloud without its governor. But have you given thought to what would happen to Nox without its master to defend it?”

Cloudhawk felt his heart skip a beat. Does this mean…?

“The battle for Sanctuary was bait, and I’ve managed to catch quite a haul of fish. Much to my surprise, the biggest one even came for a nibble.” Arcturus returned his attention to Judas. “You all came rushing for a meal and never once noticed the sting of the hook.”

A flash of anger caused Judas’s eyes to burn more intensely. “Is that how you see me? A fish? You honestly believe yourself to be such a threat?”

In the face of the demon’s anger, Arcturus was calm. “You might not have seen through me, demon. But I can see through you.”

In an instant, everything changed.

Several dozen figures emerged from below the dais and rose to reveal themselves. As they appeared, a wave of shock spread throughout the fortress. It was not just the wastelanders and the elder demon who were taken aback. All the Elysians – even the likes of Phain and his Templars – stared in open amazement.

These new figures were not men. At least, not entirely. Each one was encased in brilliant light and was held aloft on massive wings. The power that poured from them stole the breath of all who witnessed their arrival.

Seraphs. They were Skycloud’s Seraphs, but weren’t they supposed to be confined to the city? How had Arcturus managed to hide them here?

As the combined might of the divine creatures fell over him, Judas’s expression grew dark. Seraphs were humanoid puppets created through their own power mixed with godly spirit. Simulacrums only, but powerful ones. A few dozen completely changed the nature of this conflict.

Yet Judas maintained his domineering air. “This is your plan? Seraphs?”

“No.” In response to the elder demon’s query, Arcturus removed his robes. When it was revealed to all what lay beneath, wide eyes and shocked expressions was the result. “They are not here to fight you. They are here to give me their power.”

Arcturus’s body was covered in faint golden script. They looked almost natural, like he’d been born with them. The delicate lines wrapped around his torso, and if one were to look closely, one would discover that the patterns were identical to those borne by the Seraphs.

Was Arcturus… a Seraph?

The surrounding divine puppets released their power but not in an assault. Rather, the ocean of strength was poured directly into Arcturus’s body. Where a moment before the governor had been drained of energy, power now pulsed through him at unprecedented levels.

“Everything up to this point was a warm-up. Now, it can truly begin.”

A pair of enormous wings composed of lightning spread from Arcturus’s back. His meticulously combed salt-and-pepper hair flared around him, dancing on an unfelt wind. The scholarly governor was gone, and in his place was a being of tremendous gravitas and majesty.


64 / A Difficult Escape


The Arcturus of this moment was completely different from the scholarly governor everyone knew. He was surrounded in holy light gifted to him by the Seraphs, which robbed him of the kindly erudite air that was typical and replaced it with a domineering righteousness. In an instant, his vast mental energies were restored to their peak.

His wings spread forth, four meters long from end to end. The electric energy that composed them gathered rich and thick.

His graying hair had become snow-white. The Master Demon Hunter dominated the area with his presence even as he just stood there. It felt as though he could obliterate them all with just a thought, as though Arcturus Cloude wasn’t a man at all but something more.

He was like a god!

Judas, the elder demon, was shaken by what he witnessed. A hint of surprise wormed into his crimson gaze. “You… you have turned yourself into a Seraph. Impossible… how?”

Skycloud’s Governor, the realm’s ultimate demon hunter, was a Seraph? Had he been created by the gods and was installed here as their agent among humanity? It was an incredible revelation that was too much to grasp!

Indeed, it was impossible! Seraphs didn’t have independent thought, but Arcturus had been revealed time and again to be a genius. Whatever he was, he was no puppet. Quite the opposite, he was wise, capable in leadership, exceedingly well-learned to the point that no one in all the realm could compare. Nothing about him could be likened to a puppet.

Oren, a member of the Cloude family himself and Knight-Commander of the Demon Hunter Corps, stared at Arcturus’s transformation in speechless amazement. He was one of the governor’s most adoring and faithful supporters… yet he’d never seen a hint of Arcturus’s true face until now.

He was a man whose breadth of power was rarely seen in all the history of humanity. His capabilities were boundless. What other secrets was he hiding? It seemed clear Arcturus could destroy any man or demon who stood in his path, so why hide it for so long? What was his aim?

Oren wasn’t alone. Frost’s heroic features had also gone slack in astonishment.

His heart was a storm of emotion. For a whole decade, Frost had been by the governor’s side, but he realized now he’d never really seen the man. It always felt like staring into an unfathomably deep ocean. But even that wasn’t right – it was more like staring into the endless black of a night sky.

Cloudhawk’s features were grave. He recognized this. Arcturus Cloude reminded him of Squall.

Of course, the two men were on entirely different levels, but it seemed clear that both Squall and Arcturus had undergone similar transformation methods. Similar to the Seraphs, Squall could also take command of his own puppet in Blackfiend.

Blackfiend the Undying was a demonic version of Skycloud’s protectors. A Fiend.

At their root, Fiends and Seraphs were the same. Squall had once empowered himself by borrowing from Blackfiend, just as Arcturus was now from the Seraphs around him.

Were these similarities just coincidence, or was there something more?

Arcturus made his move. His electric wings began to beat.

A million crackling bolts of electricity were released, blasting out for a thousand meters all around. In a breath, he’d summoned a terrible, localized thunderstorm that blinded all observers. Like angry vipers, those lightning bolts snaked through the air with an electric hiss. Everyone instinctively backed away for fear of being burned to ash.

Soon, there was only Arcturus and Judas, plus a field that stretched a thousand meters with which to test their strength. A mighty demon elder and a demigod.

Ripples of foul energy continued to gather around Judas. Lightning that came within his sphere of influence fizzled into nothing.

Arcturus reached out casually with his hand. From the loosely gathered lightning around him, he extracted a sword of lightning. When he spoke, his voice boomed through the storm, like a god of thunder. “You – an elder from a fractured race, ranked least among your peers, a failure of the Great War. It is laughable to think this paltry gathering can challenge the gods. If your inferior kind had the strength, they would have defeated the almighty ones thousands of years ago.”

“If you underestimate a demon elder, you will pay the price.” The energies gathered around Judas suddenly spread out. In a blink, the field swelled to several times its original size. Wherever it passed, Arcturus’s lightning faded into nothing and the space came under his control. Anything unfortunate enough to be caught inside – be it physical or energy –was immediately rented to its basest components and was destroyed.

Arcturus pulled back his arm and flung Ruin towards his foe.

As the blade left his grip, all the world around it warped. The sword tugged at reality as though it possessed an intense magnetic field. Those scattered bolts of lightning changed trajectory and flowed towards it like rivers towards the ocean. With each additional surge of electric power, Arcturus’s attack blazed brighter. Eventually, it burned like the sun.

Had he thrown his weapon? No – he had created and thrown a small star! With such power, it seemed anything in its path was destined for destruction!

Judas felt the danger crest upon him with an intensity he hadn’t felt since the Great War. His red eyes seethed as the breadth of his mental energies were brought to bear. His field of control burgeoned out further with incredible speed, voracious and undeniable. The two mighty and opposing powers eventually met.

The darkness gobbled up the small sun like a hungry beast.

What followed caused eyes to bulge and jaws to drop.

Countless bolts of electric energy were released inside the field. They evaporated before they could spread far, and Judas’s field of power similarly began to dim. The clash of these two powers was so intense that everyone could feel it like a mountain on their chest.

Eventually, Judas’s power waned, and cracks appeared in his bubble. Lightning began to follow the fissures toward their target.

The demon elder was too slow to escape. The thunderblade cleaved through his weakened defenses and pierced through his chest.

His red eyes were wide with disbelief as he stared at the crackling weapon jutting from his body. It was inconceivable that even the full extent of his power was unable to fend off this blow. It proved that Arcturus was strong – stronger than a demon elder!

Yet, defeating a beast like him was not that easy! Gods and demons were not as frail as the humans they walked among.

Half of the thunderblade had cleaved through Judas’s armor and pierced his chest. It released its deadly power in a burst, which caused the demon to double over. The deluge of electricity was so intense that it caused Judas’s body to sizzle and smoke, and gouts of lightning were belched from his skin as it split. Even then, the wound was not fatal.

Hundreds of years had passed since the demon elder had faced such a loss! If his opponent had been a group of gods, one of the Supremes, or perhaps an elder demon higher in the hierarchy, he could accept it. Yet Arcturus was none of these. He was a man, and that fact made his poor showing that much more shameful.

“You really are a rare specimen.” Judas rose back to his full height. With another pulse of energy, he eliminated what lightning remained in the air around him. The black burn marks and the wound left in his chest began to heal at once. “But killing a demon of a higher order will take more than that.”

Arcturus hovered in the air, bathed in electric light. He stared at the beast with a solemn face. Even an elder demon could not last long if he were subjected to more attacks like the last.

The governor did not respond. In lieu of words, he gathered his strength. Like the Thunder God of legend, lightning crackled all around at his beck and call.

Arcturus Cloude had the power to overcome a demon elder. However, Judas was not helpless. His capabilities were plain for all to see. What’s more, the power Arcturus wielded was far greater than a human body could withstand. Commanding such strength had to come with a physical cost. It was unlikely he could maintain this state for long.

Judas’s Hilt of Annihilation was more than a one-trick pony. It possessed incredible powers of deconstruction, the likes of which could atomize nearly anything it came into contact with.

In other words, Judas only had to get Arcturus within range of his field of control. Then, it wouldn’t matter how strong Arcturus was – he would be reduced into infinitesimal particles and be slain.

It was a viable plan. Executing it, however, would be very difficult.

Arcturus stood at a safe distance, a thunderblade in each hand. As more orbs of destruction came towards him, he used the weapons to cut them apart before they could reach him. Those fractured orbs multiplied into the thousands and converged on the governor like a dismal rain.

Attacking them was no use. Arcturus’s wings beat faster.

These wings did not just give him incredible speed but a field of electric defense as well. As the smaller robs came into contact with them, the bolts of lightning kept the foul energy at bay. Those bubbles popped across the wings, causing nothing more than a ripple before dispersing.

No doubt about it, his lightning wings were also some kind of relic. They augmented his speed, defense, attack, and who knew what else.

The Master Demon Hunter tore across the battlefield at incredible speed, a sword of lightning in each hand. Protected from the demon’s attacks, he launched into a flurry of his own. Judas was on the back foot and could do nothing but defend himself. Arcturus left him no space to counter.

“We’ve seen the best parts. The longer we dally, the more troublesome things will be. Come, it’s time to go.”

Wolfblade gave the order to retreat, and his Dark Atom soldiers complied.

The conflict between Arcturus and Judas still raged, yet the Dark Atom was throwing in the towel?

Cloudhawk didn’t care. He had no stake in who won – the demigod or the demon. His mission was complete. With Dawn slung over his shoulder, he prepared to teleport to safety. However, before he could, a wave of indescribable pain struck him. It felt like every cell in his body was exploding at once.

Fuck fuck fuck! The stimulant wore off!

Cloudhawk immediately collapsed to his knees. His whole body went stiff and was wracked with pain. He couldn’t get back onto his feet.

“You aren’t going anywhere!”

“Brothers! Kill them!”

The cries for blood rang out all around him. Waves of Elysian soldiers charged in for the final blow. Hammont Seacrest led them in their assault. It was clear to everyone here that these wastelanders were dangerous lunatics – every one of them. If they escaped, it would mean the threat to their realm would never diminish.

They wanted to run? Not if he had anything to say about it! They would all die today!


65 / Curtain Drop


Sanctuary. A scene of devastation.

For ten kilometers in every direction, dust choked out the sun.

The once beautiful plains had been ravaged by the conflict. Burning wreckage and mangled bodies could be seen everywhere. The sky was black, and the mix of acrid smoke and harsh sunlight cast everything in a crimson hue as though all were submerged in a sea of blood.

Their war had persisted for a number of hours. This is what it had come to – Arcturus and Judas were each vying for the upper hand, each attempting to strike the final blow.

Whether it was the governor or the demon, both wielded power far beyond what a normal man could comprehend. While it was stupendous to behold, those with keen eyes were able to see that Arcturus was slowly gaining the upper hand. Barring unexpected changes, Skycloud’s Master Demon Hunter would come out on top.

After all, the wastelander army was a disorganized force. They didn’t have the equipment and training of Elysian soldiers. The longer the fight dragged on, the further the wastelanders slipped behind.

Wastelander weapons were simple, and most fighters hadn’t had much traditional training, so they lacked organization and discipline. Weapons like rocket launchers were impressive, showy, and deadly when used properly. However, their ammo was wasted at the beginning of the fight, so the clunky blasters were now useless.

This was not so for the Elysians.

After fending off the initial wave of ferocious attacks, the Elysians fell back on their experience. Talented commanders wielded their forces like their own arms. Skycloud’s advantage in equipment was also becoming more obvious. After the first assault, the wastelander forces broke apart into different groups and spread from the furthest gates to the central dais. Making their way back out would be difficult to say the least. As Elysian discipline took hold, the wastelanders found themselves surrounded and slowly being strangled.

They weren’t going to let these despicable thugs leave. If they were stupid enough to attack once, they would do it again! Peace would only be achieved when every heathen was dead!

Hammont, as commander of his own corps, was a high-ranking commander on the field. First and foremost in his mind was performing his duties. He made a choice the moment he saw Cloudhawk collapse. He summoned soldiers from nearby and mounted a charge to cut the criminal down.

They surged ahead in two solid ranks. In their hands were Elysian crossbows at the ready.

Glinting bolts were reflected in Cloudhawk’s eyes as he watched them come. His teeth ground together painfully, but despite his anger, his body would not listen to him. There wasn’t an ounce of strength left in him to stand, much less fight.

Hammont’s solemn face suddenly turned pale. He raised his hand and hesitated. However, he held it there.

“Commander, give the order!”

“This man is one of their leaders. Accolades for whoever spills his blood!”

Hammont’s beady eyes slid closed. His mind was brought back to scenes from years ago, to memories of a strange young man in a dusty town. He and Cloudhawk had history. He’d helped Hammont get to where he was today.

But…

Hammont was a soldier. An Elysian officer. He could not abandon his duty.

“Kill him!”

Dozens of crossbows fired in unison with spurts of rapid-fire destruction. Perhaps a thousand bolts were shot towards Cloudhawk in an instant.

It was overkill, but Cloudhawk warranted it. They weren’t willing to underestimate the man who dropped a mountain on their fortress. He was known to slip out of danger with his teleportation abilities. There was no telling when he’d blinked into their midst and crack open their fat commander’s head.

But, Cloudhawk couldn’t, not now. He had nothing left.

A wave of regret and helplessness washed over him. Even someone like Hammy was out for his blood now. Was there anyone he wouldn’t one day have to fight?

Suddenly, a figure placed itself between him and the hail of arrows. They struck the expansive form again and again, breaking in a cacophonous display. Not a single one pierced this defender’s flesh, and the bolts were scattered to the ground like so many used toothpicks. Their arrowheads were glowing red hot.

When Hammont saw who it was, his fists clenched tight. “You again!”

Coal’s hulking frame was like a living mountain. The air around him radiated red hot as he charged ahead at the Elysians like an out-of-control tank. A dozen men were flung aside as they tried to stop him, but to no avail. They screamed in pain, their bones shattered from the impact and their skin burned black.

Hammont watched his compatriots flinging themselves wildly at Coal. “That’s the wastelanders’ super mutant. Even Commander Drake couldn’t defeat him! Don’t get close. Use the smoke!”

The moment the words left Hammont’s mouth, Coal roared and tried to silence him with a series of attacks.

Coal felt things strike him and explode. They didn’t hurt in the least, but in the next moment, his world was plunged into a smoky darkness. He spun around, completely unable to tell which direction he was facing. What’s more, this strange smoke clung to him so that when he moved, the smoke did as well.

Coal lost his target. All he could do was rush around wildly and grope for anything to strike.

“Forget about him for now.” Hammont easily sidestepped Coal’s charge. Although he hated the mutant and didn’t want to kill Cloudhawk, logic told him that Coal was not the bigger threat. Even if they let him go and he became a wastelander king, a man like Cloudhawk had the power to topple Skycloud. He shouted his order, “Everyone, on Cloudhawk!”

The soldiers raised their weapons, only to find them missing a second later. Somehow, all at once, their crossbows exploded into shrapnel. A spear had screamed past to disarm them. It struck the ground and was itself reduced to splinters.

Another elite fighter had come to his defense!

The drunk appeared at Cloudhawk’s side. “You alright, kid?”

Cloudhawk shook his head. “Take Dawn and get out of here. Make sure to tell Gabby and the rest of them to retreat!”

Of course, the drunk wasn’t about to leave Cloudhawk to be torn apart. He picked both Cloudhawk and Dawn, slinging them over his shoulders as the Elysians closed in to block his path.

Overconfident fools! He waved his sword almost flippantly at them. The men in his path yelped and stumbled back, their armor splitting wide open like a lobster’s shell. Strangely, though, not a drop of blood was spilled. It was clear the drunk was holding back. “Stop fighting and run for your lives!”

As the path to freedom was open, the battle on the dais was coming to a close.

Arcturus continued to dart around the orbs of destructive power. The larger ones he dexterously avoided, while the smaller ones were warded off by his wings. The governor seemed to have fully grasped Judas’s combat rhythm. The demon’s ability to deconstruct matter did not seem to be enough to overcome Arcturus Cloude. His mental energies were simply too strong. Any damage to his electric wings was quickly repaired.

Onlookers felt like the governor was invincible. On the other hand, the elder demon’s limitations were clear.

Judas’s powers were based on scale. The larger his field was allowed to become, the more incredible the results. If the mighty Arcturus were caught in a field a dozen meters across, even he would be helpless. The mighty demigod would be erased from existence.

However, Judas’s power was spread out and cut apart. His assaults became legion in number, but each was now far weaker in comparison. What’s more, with each wave, it became clear that the volume of power he released was the same.

That meant that what he could devote to attack and defense was limited. When Judas used his power to attack, his defenses weakened. Likewise, when protecting himself from Arcturus’s counters, his attacks became duller.

Judas was preparing another wave of orbs when Arcturus took advantage of the shift. His wings burst with thunderous noise as he broke the sound barrier. There was a flash, and Arcturus appeared in front of the demon.

He struck. Judas’s armor split open. The thunderblade left a long scorch mark where it passed.

Demons had incredible defensive capabilities. Spray them with concentrated gunfire, shoot them with high caliber bullets, even hit them point blank with a rocket and it would do nothing. Yet before Arcturus, the elder demon’s sturdy armor was about as effective as paper.

Judas was gravely wounded. He knew now his weakness had been revealed. If this fight continued, he would be slain.

A mere mortal! He had single-handedly defeated an elder demon! Human potential was as incredible as it was frightening. Was this why we demons and gods had used them to fight our wars?

It didn’t matter now. Judas was out of options. He released a pulse of destructive energy around himself.

As Arcturus retreated, Judas rose up from the ground. The demon dashed away from the field so quickly that he looked like a streak of light in his attempt to escape.

“Trying to leave?!”

The electric sword in Arcturus’s grasp began to pulse, like a river about to burst its banks. All the power inside him gathered into the weapon, transforming into an enormous spear of lightning.

But as he was winding back, the Master Demon Hunter’s body began to quake. A rivulet of golden blood dripped from the corner of his mouth.

The governor wielded immense power, granted to him by a cadre of Seraphs. However, he was still a mortal with a mortal body that could not handle such a deluge of power. He was beginning to feel the side effects – internal injuries that would possibly follow him to his grave.

But he had strength enough for one – more – attack!

Everyone watched as a blast of light was expelled from Arcturus’s hand like a laser. It pierced the demon’s defensive field, dug into Judas’s back, and then came out the other side. The wound it left behind was hideous to behold.

What a powerful, brutal attack!

Even Judas, with the power and defenses of an elder demon, felt Ruin’s awful power coursing through him. Where that tremendous energy passed, it did not just injure tissue. Ruin’s kiss caused permanent damage – wounds any living thing would struggle to survive.

Vulkan knew it. So did Cloudhawk. Judas was stronger than those two, but the injuries he suffered were ten times worse.

He didn’t dare stop. He knew if he did, he would die. Thus, the demon pushed on with the domain of destruction radiating around him. He thrust his legs and shot off like a shooting star.

Arcturus had begun to feel the consequences of his actions. He’d badly wounded the demon but had failed to kill him. It wasn’t enough to keep Judas from fleeing. The demon was a survivor of the Great War, and he hadn’t been in such dire straits since those dark days. However, though he did not achieve what he’d come to do, there was still a chance to get something done!

Judas swooped down towards Cloudhawk.

Gasps followed. He was after Cloudhawk!

The drunk tried to fend him off with his sword, but the flash of a vorpal weapon forced him to divert his attention. The Khan of Evernight had launched into a series of vicious attacks with his purple light weapon against Vulkan.

He wasn’t holding back!

Yet, there was something… familiar. The techniques used by the Khan were some that Vulkan himself had invented.

“You – that’s impossible. You can’t be-” The drunk stared with a look of disbelief. “Is it really you?”

Judas stretched out a black, clawed appendage towards Cloudhawk.

Autumn watched from a distance, her brows furrowing. Almost instinctively, she raised the flute to her lips and blew. A streak of light like the slash from a sword struck Judas. Before this moment, the elder demon had paid her no mind, but when that blow landed, it caught his attention.

That power was… so familiar.

Judas’s crimson eyes fixed on Autumn. “You? How!? What an amusing turn to see you… like this!”

Her face as unreadable as stone, Autumn launched a dozen attacks. Judas was badly injured but still had enough strength to protect himself from the god’s blows. Upon entering his field of destruction, the power of her flute dissolved.

The Elysians looked on, baffled. Why were the wastelanders suddenly turning on one another?

Autumn was preparing for a second onslaught when the ground before her began to tremble and spit up yellow sand. Four huge spikes of grit shot up at her like snakes.

“Abaddon! Betrayer!”

Autumn quickly dispatched the sandy tendrils and glared at her assailant.

The Caliph of the Sands answered with a raspy laugh. “We were using one another from the start. You can’t call this betrayal.”

Vulkan was blocked by the Khan. Autumn was held back by Abaddon. Who was left to protect Cloudhawk? Judas was irritated to discover that others remained. Several shadows blinked into existence around the demon and began to attack with lightning speed.

“Insignificant.”

The moment those shadows crossed the boundary into Judas’s sphere of influence, they vanished like smoke on the wind.

To ordinary folk, Janus the Titan of Many Faces was an incredible man. However, the demon’s defense more than negated his skills. As his shadows were already weak, they couldn’t overcome the domain.

Heedless of the assassin, Judas’s massive hand reached forward. Cloudhawk was caught and lifted off the ground.

Cloudhawk was unconscious. He had no idea what was going on.

Excellent! Yes! So this is the Demon King’s successor!

Judas had failed to kill Arcturus, so the battle today was a failure. However, if his efforts led to the King’s successor falling into his hands, then it was not a total loss.

A simple, ordinary human. What right does he have to bear the master’s inheritance?

Judas, the Khan of Evernight, and Abaddon fled the field. Wolfblade watched them go with a chilly, knowing smirk. “Don’t mind them. Time to go.”

The wastelander forces abandoned their assault on Sanctuary and began to fall back while being hounded by Elysian soldiers. Bodies continued to fall as Skycloud’s forces gave no quarter. Only their leader, Arcturus, remained still. After defeating Judas, he made no further attempts to pursue the enemy.

He vomited a mouthful of blood and collapsed in the middle of the dais.

“Governor!”

“Governor!”

The gathered warriors and Skycloud’s elite blanched at Arcturus’s condition. He’d fallen? He can’t! He was their government and spiritual leader!

They rushed to his side to discover that the energy encasing him had dimmed to a faint sheen. He was weaker than anyone had ever seen him, and his hair had gone all white. It was evidence that although Arcturus had defeated Judas, it had cost him dearly.

“Stop pursuing the heathens! Call them all back!”

Their leader was injured and couldn’t keep up the fight. It was time to call it off. After all, the wastelanders still had a number of formidable killers in their midst. Breaking their forces just to wipe them out wasn’t going to gain them any benefits, and besides, the day was won. It was a victory that demanded a great deal of blood and sacrifice, but they had successfully defended the honor of Skycloud.


66 / No Winners


A once towering fortress had become a half-ruined battlefield. It was the site of incredible devastation, but the most striking aspect was undoubtedly the enormous mountain that had appeared from nowhere. Its sudden descent from on high had obliterated the fortress, to the point where repair was impossible.

A meteor like this was beyond their ability to move. It would remain there forever, a testament. In a thousand years when Sanctuary existed no longer, the meteor would remain. For future generations, it would mark the beginning of a legend. But to those who lived through the historical event, it was unimaginable.

By the time darkness fell, the battle was over. Darkness descended like the curtain at the end of an act.

Hammont was busy counting what remained of his Drake Corps. The war had lasted half a day perhaps, but the losses were staggering. So many bright young people – new recruits who could count their days as soldiers on one hand – conveyed to the arms of the god of death.

It was terrible, repulsive! Why did this have to happen?

His headcount was interrupted by foul news.

The expeditionary force, led by Commander-General Frost, had failed to wipe out the wastelander remnants. It meant this conflict wasn’t over. These barbarians – savage by nature and willing to perform any manner of despicable deeds – would eventually return. To Hammont, it was a crushing realization.

One of his soldiers stepped forward. “Commander!”

Hammont frowned at him. “What is it?”

“I’m sorry to disturb you so late, sir. The captain of the fifth brigade wishes to speak with you. He… he’s been wounded badly.”

Hammont paused. He remembered this captain, a man he’d personally promoted to his post. He was a fellow of good potential, and all reports claimed he led his troops capably during the fight. Word was his force of a hundred or so single-handedly warded off a sneak attack from the rear.

It’d cost them terribly. Five remained of the hundred-man unit, and those five were fading away in the field hospital.

“I can go back and tell them you’re busy, commander...”

Hammont cut him off with a wave, then motioned for him to lead the way. The young soldier gave him a look of appreciation and then did as instructed.

They picked their way across Sanctuary, passing exhausted soldiers retrieving the dead and dying. Eventually, they arrived at a huge makeshift site that served as a field hospital. It was also one place where they housed the fallen for the time being.

When he stepped inside, Hammont was greeted by the sight of countless dead. These soldiers had died in the line of duty and lay here, awaiting their final resting places. They were covered by white sheets that together stretched on like a grim sea. Nearby was where the living were being treated, marked by a chorus of sobs, groans, and screams. A steady stream of the newly deceased went to join the ranks of their fallen brethren.

The cloying scent of blood and illness filled the air. Hundreds of doctors hurriedly rushed back and forth, their white coats soaked crimson. It was a small army of physicians, but by the way they ran about and through the number of bodies being brought away, it wasn’t nearly enough. As they walked down the aisle, Hammont watched soldiers slip into darkness because they were left untreated.

This area was filled with wounded soldiers from the expeditionary force. Hammont pushed past them to where men from his own corps were being treated. When they saw their commander appear, the groaning stopped, and their eyes lit up.

Hammont approached a man wrapped from head to toe in bandages. This was the captain, or what was left of him.

When he saw Hammont approach, the captain’s eyes looked grateful and relieved. “Com… commander. Commander!”

“Relax now, soldier. You need to recover.”

“No, I… I won’t be getting better. You don’t need to comfort me.” The captain looked at Hammont with moist, eager eyes. “Did we win?”

“Yes, we won. The enemy is in full retreat, and the one who planned this war – the demon elder – has been badly wounded by your governor. It will be decades before he dares to show his face again. Commander-General Frost pursues the fleeing wastelanders and will make sure they’re eliminated, once and for all.”

Hammont couldn’t bring himself to tell this dying man the truth. He couldn’t bear to let him die with regret.

“Good… that’s good. May our people no longer live under the threat of evil. Speaking of which… I miss my wife and kids. No regrets, though. They will be proud that I didn’t dishonor our family. I fought for them. I f-….” The captain’s fading vision suddenly focused. “Commander, you told me your dream is to be a general. You’re going to be a general, right?”

That took Hammont by surprise. He hesitated for a moment before nodding.

“You’re different from the other commanders. You will be a great leader. We all look up to you. You have to become a great general...”

The captain extended his hand but could only reach half the distance between them before his strength gave out.

Another heroic spirit taken from the world of man and sent to Mount Sumeru. If Mount Sumeru is a real place…

Doctors clustered around. After a brief check, it was confirmed that the captain was no more. They covered him in a sheet and took him away.

Hammont left in silence, forcing himself to walk through the unbearable aftermath of this war once again.

They might have fought off the enemy, but Hammont felt no joy over their victory. Instead, his fat face was scrunched in confusion. It was the world he was struggling with. Victory? Was that what this was? They’d defended the fortress… beat back the enemy… killed countless numbers of them…

But the one they meant to put to death, Dawn Polaris, escaped. Half the fortress was ravaged, and what was left could hardly be considered standing. And what about the demon elder…? What if what he said was true? Who were they actually fighting for? What were they sacrificing for?

There was no winner here. Maybe there never was when it came to war. It wasn’t over either. The conflict had only changed from out in the open to back into the shadows.

Uncertainty took root in Hammont’s heart. He’d seen how strong Governor Arcturus really was, so why had he held back so long? There seemed to be a deeper motive behind everything he did that Hammont was too dim or distant to understand. Cloudhawk was the only one who had the potential to one day defeat Arcturus, but he was routinely allowed to live. Did the governor not see that?

Arcturus had fought off four enemies at once, including the demon Abaddon. Then, he took on the demon elder and very nearly killed him.

He obviously had the power to dispose of Cloudhawk. If he wanted Cloudhawk dead, it would have required little more than a thought. But during the fight, no one rose up to stop him. Why did he just sit back and watch Cloudhawk be rescued by the demon elder? Why would he let that happen? Arcturus was a genius. He had to know that his lack of action would mean disaster. What was he thinking?

And then there was the fact that Arcturus could absorb the power of Seraphs? If he’d always been able to do that, why hadn’t the Master Demon Hunter used this ability before? There were similar questions being privately debated by all the elders of Skycloud. They were all in awe of Arcturus’s power, but perhaps for the first time, there were doubts and questions about their illustrious leader.
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Skycloud Temple.

Selene and Phain had returned and delivered news of what happened in Sanctuary. High Priest Ramiel Caelest slowly opened his eyes, and within their depths was an undercurrent of… something. He didn’t speak, only waved his hand to indicate that they were dismissed.

Selene left the Temple with a heavy heart.

She wasn’t sure whether Cloudhawk would survive. He was wounded before he joined this fight, then pushed himself way over the line. Then, the demon elder, who even Arcturus could not slay, snatched him up and took him away.

All she could do was watch. She was useless.

It made her furious.

Her thoughts were interrupted when a shadow appeared before her.

It was like the darkness given flesh. The figure was wrapped in black cloth that revealed only a pair of dead eyes that hardly seemed human at all. Selene focused her anger on those soulless orbs. Her fists clenched, and her breathing quickened.

“What do you want?”

“To see you.”

Janus stepped forward. For just an instant, something flickered in those emotionless voids. “You care for him that much?”

“What if I do?” Selene spat back. “Better than someone like you who cares for no one!”

“You know he had a lot to do with instigating this conflict.”

“I know it wasn’t Cloudhawk’s intention, just like I know he isn’t the sort who likes conflict. If it wasn’t for Arcturus’s machinations and those wastelanders, he never would have done it. I know him better than anyone.”

“In this world, no one is born with motivation and goals. Fate and destiny are subject to the things we experience. Whether external, internal, or from the influence of others, people change. Have you considered what you would do if Cloudhawk one day led his troops to lay siege on Skycloud City? As a true leader of the wastelander armies?”

Selene wanted to shout back at the killer, but the words didn’t leave her lips. There was a lot that had happened these last few years that convinced her there were no absolutes in this world. Like how Cloudhawk might change or how she would react if he did lead an army to their doorstep. But while it was uncertain, none of that mattered right now. She would face it when the time came. That was the only time she could know for sure.

Selene turned to leave. Janus called after her.

“Where are you going?”

“None of your business,” she curtly replied.

“Judas’s appearance will affect more than what we see on the surface. It will gradually influence what comes – people will question Arcturus’s motives and power.” Janus’s calm voice continued to seep through the darkness. “If you want to challenge him, you cannot do it alone.”

“I can help you.”


67 / The Will of Gehenna


The Southern Wastes. Greenland.

Dawn slowly came out of her coma, opening her eyes to the familiar sight of Greenland fort. Her head was muddled and heavy, and she felt weak. It took ten whole minutes for her to fully come around and for all the memories of how she got here to fill her mind.

Sanctuary! Wasn’t I at Sanctuary?

With wide eyes, she sat up straight in bed.

The last thing she remembered was throwing herself in front of Cloudhawk to protect him from Janus. She remembered what it felt like when that black dagger dug into her. It was a strike from Skycloud’s ultimate assassin… so how was she still breathing?

She swung her legs over the side of the bed and tried to stand, but she was too weak. She crumpled to the ground.

“Miss Dawn, you’re awake.” An alluring voice caught her attention. Dawn turned her head, and her eyes traveled up a voluptuous body to see Hellflower standing over her. “You’ve been in a coma for five days. You’re weak. You need to rest.”

Dawn didn’t care. She could only think of one thing. “Cloudhawk?”

Hellflower sighed and shook her head. “Don’t worry about that for now.”

But she persisted. “Tell me. Where is Cloudhawk? Where is he!?”

“Cloudhawk led Greenland’s forces to Sanctuary in order to save you. They succeeded, but he...” She trailed off, her face a mix of emotions. “He didn’t come back. We don’t know if he’s alive.”

Dawn’s mind went blank. Cloudhawk didn’t come back? Why not? How could he abandon Greenland?

No! Impossible!

Hellflower saw the pain in Dawn’s face and shook her head. “We’re all sad to lose Cloudhawk. I know what you’re feeling, but you can’t go running off. We have no idea where he went, if he’s even still alive. All we know is he was taken by the demon elder from the fortress.”

Dawn could hear it, Hellflower had no confidence he was still out there. She knew better than anyone how terrible his condition was.

Under such conditions, to give himself the stimulant injection and push his body past the limit, the chances of him surviving were slim to none.

Dawn couldn’t forgive herself. She’d left to try to help Cloudhawk. She didn’t think it would lead to this.

She was in his debt. The rest of her life was still so uncertain, and if something had really happened to Cloudhawk, how could she look at herself in a mirror? She was the one who should die!

Why was fate so unfair to him? Why was he forced to confront all of this on his own?

It’d been several days since the conflict. Only a third of the men Greenland had sent returned. They received a hero’s welcome.

Cloudhawk’s Goshawk army had performed wonderfully in the war, having gone toe-to-toe against some of Skycloud’s mightiest demon hunters. This division, less than two months old, had already won fame in battle.

The Goshawks, every one of them, were proud of the name they’d built. It had ended in defeat, but they got their licks in and gave the Elysians one hell of a fight!

In addition to that, Cloudhawk had led a force to rival their mighty demon hunters. He snatched Dawn and got her to safety under the noses of their best. Such a magnificent feat resonated with everyone – it was a story that would become a legend of the wastelands.

Yes, they’d lost, but every wastelander could pound their chest and declare, “We are not weak and cowardly! We have the right to freedom! The right to survive! We can beat the Elysians because we have Cloudhawk!”

For a long time to come, people would flock to Greenland, seeking refuge.

Dawn was sad, but she knew she couldn’t let it drag her into the abyss. Cloudhawk had poured his heart into this place, a city where he thought he could build his dreams. He’d spent so much of his life pursuing freedom and was rebuffed everywhere he went. Nowhere was more important to him than Greenland.

After Dawn had awakened, the leadership of Greenland came together for a meeting. Cloudhawk was missing of course, but Hellflower, members of the Dawn family, Barb, Gabriel, the drunk, and Claudia were all there. Those with the highest positions in Greenland still remained. There were some new faces as well – members of the Dark Atom Hellflower had recruited to their cause.

People like Coal.

Did that mean the Dark Atom was beginning to settle in Greenland?

The thought made Dawn curl her fists in anger. She knew all about the Dark Atom and what sort of person their leader, Wolfblade, was. She would not tolerate them destroying what Cloudhawk had built.

“We don’t know if Cloudhawk will be coming back, and Greenland can’t just be abandoned. We need a new leader!” Hellflower rose to her feet before the assembly. “Dawn Polaris, you were the governor’s second-in-command. You must rise to the occasion!”

No one objected. All eyes fell on Dawn. Would she agree to become a wastelander leader?

“I accept.” To their surprise, Dawn accepted without hesitation. “From now until Cloudhawk returns, I will serve as Greenland’s governor.”

Roc and the other members of the Polaris family seemed uncertain. Their mistress agreed to this?

People changed. Dawn might have been a noble member of Skycloud’s elite, an illustrious Templar, and an unruly troublemaker…

But life conspires.

Her experiences had shown Dawn her mission and responsibility. So with determination, shouldering the responsibility left behind by Cloudhawk, she took up her new identity as a leader of the wastes.
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Dusk. Wastes. Howling wind.

Inkspecter led his people through the complex terrain of jagged peaks and rugged valleys. Inkspecter hadn’t participated at all in the battle for Sanctuary. They had merely watched from the sidelines.

The moment Cloudhawk summoned the meteor, they all knew it was true. He was the Demon King’s successor. He would be the next Demon King.

“Incredible.” Ravenous Tiger walked at the front of the party with his ax resting on one shoulder. “The Demon King chose to pass his legacy onto a human. Humans only live a hundred years. What was the master thinking?”

Inkspecter responded in a calm tone, “‘Knowing the way in the morning, one may die at dusk content.’ When you live for a mission, what reason is there to live past its completion?”

Squall strode alongside them, a stalk of grass poking out from between his lips. “I heard from Frost that Cloudhawk has been taken to Nox. Why are we wandering around here instead of heading there to get him?”

“Demon Elder Judas is a complex creature. Even though he is a lesser elder, he was still capable of fighting off Arcturus. He is also surrounded by the likes of Abaddon and the Khan of Evernight. We are not strong enough to save him.” Inkspecter knew all about Judas the radical. He certainly knew Cloudhawk’s secret, and nothing good could come from him snatching the successor away. “It will be fine. Our lord will send someone to meet us, and we shall relay what we know. When Gehenna receives the news, it is certain they will react.”

They were going to meet a representative from Gehenna? It caught Inkspecter’s men by surprise.

What sort of place was Gehenna? A mirror opposite of Mount Sumeru – a place of infamy but which no one has ever seen. Inkspecter himself was naught but an envoy, so there were likely many like him spread throughout the world. He was not the only agent Gehenna had chosen to seek out the Demon King’s successor.

Inkspecter’s task was now complete. It was time to report in.

After days of picking through the inhospitable terrain, the group finally came upon a dilapidated temple. Every member of the Hand of Gehenna approached with various degrees of trepidation. Was this where they were supposed to meet Gehenna’s representative?

“Enter!” The call came from within the temple.

Inkspecter gestured, motioning for the others to remain behind. He approached the temple with Ravenous Tiger, Squall, and Three-Eyed Spider in tow. When they crossed the threshold, they spied a figure waiting for them. Nothing about it looked demonic. Instead, this representative was a man like them. When he turned around, they all gasped in surprise.

“This...” Inkspecter looked at the figure in disbelief. “You serve our master?”

His surprise was mirrored on the faces of Squall and the others. The figure they approached was not someone from Gehenna as they expected. On the contrary, this mysterious agent was quite familiar.

He was a man of medium build. He stood before them with his hands clasped behind his back. He regarded them with a calm face and a single eye. Nothing about him seemed dangerous. Rather, he looked scholarly and respectable.

What was Wolfblade doing here?

“No, I do not. On the contrary – if your master was here, he would bow before me.”

His words created a sense of incredulity in Inkspecter. Although he’d had only a handful of encounters with the master, he knew his status among the demons was very high – much higher than Judas. Who did Wolfblade think he was, to speak of the master so disrespectfully?

“Allow me to put it this way. Those fiends you built are gifts I provided.” He paused for a moment. “But I did not give this knowledge to you directly. Instead, it was passed through someone else – can you guess who?”

Squall looked at Blackfiend by his side. Suddenly, he remembered the reports he heard from Frost.

Was it… Arcturus!? Inkspecter was struck dumb with amazement.

Was he saying that Arcturus learned how to absorb the power of the Seraphs because Wolfblade had taught him?

Who the hell was this man? How many names did he have? Why would he have a relationship with someone like Arcturus?

“I am sure you are full of doubts. You want to know who I am – something that is more difficult to answer than you might think. I have used so many bodies and identities over the years that even I cannot recall them all. All you need to know is that I represent Gehenna.”

Inkspecter’s expression darkened and was uncertain. “What are you planning?”

“I am the Will of Gehenna. You are its Hand. A hand does as the will demands, without question.” Wolfblade turned away. “From now on, you will follow me.”


68 / Demon Blood


Cloudhawk’s eyes shot open. His breath loud in his ears, his eyes darted around, finding himself trussed up like a lab specimen and submerged in an unknown liquid. His mouth was covered with a breathing apparatus, and a host of tubes had been inserted into his body. He was locked inside a life support capsule.

The uncomfortable realization immediately brought his mind back to years before when he was in the clutches of the mad scientist Roste.

Where am I? How did I get here?

Cloudhawk groped about like a drowning man. Eventually, he got his hand on the lever and shoved the hatch open.

He clambered out without a stitch on him. His vision, hearing, and sense of touch returned after what felt like an eternity. He hadn’t fully recovered from his physical wound yet. When he looked down, he saw to his horror skin that was dried and cracked like tree bark. He looked like a walking corpse.

He tried to move around a little and felt… obstructed. When someone thought of moving their arm, there wasn’t supposed to be much of a delay between the thought and action. But for him, he discovered that it took a huge amount of effort to make his muscles respond. There was a disconnect between his mind and body, making it far more difficult to control. He felt like an old, rusted robot that could fall apart at any moment.

“What happened? What’s going on? How did I get here?”

Cloudhawk was having trouble remembering. He couldn’t recall what had happened. He teetered along the floor like a toddler just learning to walk and eventually had to grab a table to stop himself from falling. He swiped his arm across the table top in frustration, causing the bottles and equipment on top to fall to the ground and shatter.

A sound drew his attention from behind. It was mechanical, indifferent. “You’re alive. That’s enough for now.”

He looked over his shoulder and saw the black figure. The armor he wore was dark as pitch from head to toe. His face was obscured by a breathing helmet. Over it all was a heavy black cloak. Cloudhawk recognized him. “You… Khan of Evernight.”

The digital red eyes set in the mask seemed to gleam. Once again, the impassive mechanical voice arose. “If you can remember me, it means you’ve retained some of your memories. That’s certainly a silver lining.”

“How did I end up here?”

“Two months ago, you were seriously injured when the wastelander army attacked Sanctuary, an Elysian fortress. You were near death, so we saved you and brought you here. Nox.”

Nox? Attack on Sanctuary? Wait! Two months? He’d been in a coma for two whole months?!

Memories came back like an avalanche, but in fractured pieces. Horrible scenes of chaos and destruction ripped through his mind and gave him a splitting headache.

The first thing he thought about was Greenland. “Why am I in Nox? No, I need to go back. The others are waiting for me.”

“Go back? Do you think you can just leave?” It was hard to gauge the Khan’s intentions through his voice. “There is no way you can teleport out of here in your current condition. Besides, you are an infamous figure both in Skycloud and the wastelands. The moment you show your face, you will attract trouble. If news that you survived and returned to Greenland got back to Skycloud, they will surely send their forces to your home and wipe it out.”

Cloudhawk paused. He remembered all he’d done in Skycloud and what he was accused of doing. To the Elysians, he was public enemy number one.

“Put on your clothes,” the Khan ordered. “Since you’re here, it’s time you met the city’s true leader. Show him appreciation and respect. Repay his kindness. If he hadn’t grabbed you, you’d be dead.”

Cloudhawk put on his clothes and followed the strange figure.

They stepped out into an enormous cavern. It was magnificent to behold. Nox City was built on the endless expanse of black ruins that stretched off into the darkness.

“This is Nox, the City of Evernight. A thousand years ago, it was the scene of one of the Great War’s most important battles.”

Cloudhawk clicked his tongue. “Gods and demons fought here?”

“Correct. The Demon King and his godly counterpart fought here, their powers of space and time clashing where we stand. Armies of gods and demons fought to the end, and their conflict twisted reality in this place forever. It created this cold, dead world. Luckily for us, the ruins of this place were filled with enough materials for us to build anew and train our Black Knights.”

This place was much too far from Skycloud for the Elysians to influence. The Great War was vast and complicated, so Skycloud probably had never thought to come looking out here, thinking it no different from any other ruin.

That wasn’t strange at all. In the years they’d spent building up this place, they never left its borders. No hints were leaked that Nox was a real place.

Cloudhawk was led across a long hallway suspended in the air, towards a dark fortress. When they arrived in the palace, he saw a man there waiting for them. No, not a man – the elder demon, Judas. He didn’t look to be in good shape. There was a nasty wound in his chest that went all the way through to his back. It was the wound Arcturus had left him with two months ago in the battle.

That was a long time for an injury to go unhealed, for a demon. His ilk had a thousand times the regenerative capabilities of a human. However, a wound like this would take a thousand times longer to heal up properly.

Arcturus Cloude had given him a brutal memento, one even the demon elder couldn’t shrug off. He would find it hard to make trouble in the near future.

Cloudhawk took a closer look as they neared. The demon elder was surrounded by a field of power, tendrils of purplish-black energy swirling around him. Something about them appeared to alleviate the more detrimental consequences of Judas’s injuries.

He was likely far weaker now than he was typically. It was pretty clear that his attack on Sanctuary did not have the intended outcome. He went for wool and came home shorn.

Judas watched Cloudhawk approach. “Does the mortal know why he was saved?”

Cloudhawk frowned. What sort of question was this? It wasn’t because of his looks, that was for damn sure. There was only one reason he’d have been snatched up. “Because I’ve inherited the Demon King’s power.”

“Hngh hngh hngh hngh. Indeed, you are the Demon King’s successor. I once fought side-by-side with him, so I know his power when I see it. You possess it – you are meant to be the next Demon King.” Judas spoke in a low, weak growl. “As you witnessed, I appeared in person and was defeated by Arcturus Cloude. It is obvious then that if there is one creature in this world capable of defeating that man – besides the old fools of Gehenna and the gods high up on their mountain – it is you.”

“So what, you saved me so I can kill Arcturus?”

It wasn’t that Cloudhawk didn’t want to kill that asshole. He simply couldn’t. Of course, it was also possible that Judas had some other plans. His race was crafty and sinister. Cloudhawk had to be on guard.

“Kill Arcturus? No! If that comes to pass, then it comes later. I want you to live. I want you to join fully with the Demon King’s power,” Judas explained. “But in your present state, even with all the methods known to Nox, it will take us years.”

Cloudhawk knew the demon wasn’t exaggerating. His body had been on the verge of collapse back in Greenland. Then, he went to war. He’d fully expected to die out there on the campaign, so he knew whatever state he was in, it was bad.

Cloudhawk didn’t trust or believe anything the demon had said, but he knew Judas wasn’t lying to him this time. But what would these next couple of years be to him? How was he supposed to face it? Was he supposed to spend his life wandering the earth or desperately seeking revenge on Arcturus?

“We have two methods to help you recover. The first is quick. The second requires effort.”

Cloudhawk’s eyes glimmered. “What’s the first?”

Before Judas could answer, the Khan of Evernight stepped forward. He opened his armor to reveal what lay beneath.

Everything about him had been… changed. Most of his body had been replaced with mechanical equipment. Even his organs were strange, churning things. The Khan of Evernight was, in essence, the same sort of creature as Three-Eyed Spider’s Raven – a cyborg.

“Years ago, the Khan came to me much as you are now. He was at his last gasp, hardly alive. Through this method, he has lived to this day. But for all you gain, there is a cost. To become like him, you will give up much of what makes you human.”

That sort of life – not a man, not a beast, not a machine – Cloudhawk would never accept. “The second option?”

In response, Judas lumbered forward, away from the swirling mists that surrounded him. The demon elder spoke with slow, deliberate words. “You must fully join with the Demon King’s power.”

Cloudhawk was silent. Join with the Demon King’s power?

“You must surely feel that you have already half-fused with this inheritance. The reason you cannot go any further is because of your mortal body’s limitations. You need something more – the blood of the Demon King himself, spilled as he was cut down. His blood will dramatically improve your physical body. Only then can you fully command his power.”

“The Demon King’s blood? Where the hell am I supposed to find that?”

“It is not difficult, actually. We have built this city on the site of an ancient battlefield where the Demon King waged war. In fact, it is where the Demon King of that age fell. As you might expect, the blood of such a powerful being was taken by opposing forces. We suspect it to be in an ancient temple on the southwestern corner of this old battlefield. There you must seek.”

So he had a target. That made things much easier. Of course, Cloudhawk wasn’t about to believe Judas outright. “Why are you helping me?”

Judas answered with that unsettling rasping laugh unique to his race, like that of a frog caught in a box. “You are the Demon King’s successor, the future leader of my people. As a demon, it is to be expected that I should aid the one who would become the king. You have absorbed his phase stone, so there is no going back. No need to be wary of me. If we demons wish to rise once again, we can only do it with the guidance of a powerful king. I will not be responsible for the eternal defeat of my race.”

Cloudhawk hesitated, as though considering this matter.

“Were it not for my wounds, I could retrieve the blood for you. Unfortunately, my encounter with Arcturus has left me weakened to but a third of my strength. Nox has been defeated and cannot suffer more direct confrontation. The task of retrieving the blood falls to you. You must take the long view.”

Cloudhawk was convinced that there was a lot more to this demon elder, but what choice did he have? With a goal in mind, Cloudhawk turned and left.

Judas watched him go with a smoldering malevolence in his eyes. “Arcturus… just you wait.”


69 / The Lost Realm


As the Demon King’s successor, Cloudhawk had a special connection to his benefactor’s blood. Through it, he could develop the same exuberant life force as the demons themselves, resulting in improved healing and the capability to meld with all of the Demon King’s inheritance.

Cloudhawk didn’t believe every word out of the demon elder’s mouth, but if he was hiding something, then what was he trying to accomplish?

He didn’t want to die. There was still so much to do. He wanted to return to Greenland and live with his friends. He wanted to help Selene and Dawn exact vengeance on Arcturus.

He was worried about so many things that needed to be accomplished. He wasn’t going to just curl up and die. Whatever dark motives spurred Judas, this was the only path available to Cloudhawk.

“The place you are going is special,” the Khan began to explain as he led Cloudhawk from the temple. “During the time of the Great War, it was one of the godly domains. Now, it is a twisted ruin that is difficult to navigate. However, this is a small issue considering Nox’s capabilities.”

Judas had just explained this. The news was surprising to Cloudhawk.

“So that means there are other Elysian lands in our world?”

“There once were six, in fact. Each one was lorded over by a patron deity. You have met the guardian of Skycloud, the Cloud God. Where you will travel was a similar place, only its patron met some misfortune and the realm fell.”

Cloudhawk scowled. “What I’m hearing is there are potentially four other Elysian realms out there somewhere besides Skycloud.”

“Correct.”

“Where are they?”

“I don’t know. This is not something Judas has disclosed to me. I know little of them except that they possibly exist, somewhere.”

The fallen Elysian city was located in the southwest portion of the ancient battlefield. In comparison, Skycloud was in its northern quadrant. The distance between these two locations was vast, and many difficulties lined the path so that even Skycloud could not reach what remained of its sister city. They had no relevant information on Cloudhawk’s destination either.

Why would the gods separate their cities like that? Wouldn’t it make sense to work together?

The other Elysian lands had to be spread far and wide, far enough that communication was impossible. It almost seemed deliberate, but what would be the motivation for establishing six realms so far apart from one another?

What Cloudhawk knew for sure was that Gehenna and Mount Sumeru were not somewhere here on his world. Anyone looking for them could search the planet and come up empty-handed. Gods and demons were an independent, highly evolved species far beyond humanity, and both were using their own methods to try and control this world.

However, it seemed like neither side expected the other to appear on this planet at the same time. As a result, war broke out between the two powerful races. A dead and blasted landscape was what they left behind.

Six Elysian realms. Six patron gods. The Cloud God was merely one of them. That meant a god could only lord over one domain.

If he had to guess, it seemed more than likely this fallen realm belonged to Silvana, the Shepherd God. That would make sense – by falling in with the Demon King and betraying her people, the realm she lorded over fell apart.

The Khan of Evernight provided Cloudhawk with a few things to prepare for his trip.

Among them was his gauntlet, picked up in the strange mushroom world; Skye Polaris’s gift, Ardent Wrath; and his invisibility cloak, which was mostly in tatters. Oddball was brought to him as well. Much to Cloudhawk’s surprise, he’d lost nothing since falling unconscious.

“Chirp, chirp!”

Oddball looked like it’d gained even more weight in the last stretch of time. The Khan had been making sure he was well fed. Seeing its master once again, the bird tittered happily and flapped its stubby wings.

Cloudhawk was ready to go.

“Remember, your mission is to find a way into the city.” The Khan’s voice was robotic and frank. “Nox will help how it can from a distance. This is your one chance to survive, so unless you want to end up like me, you’d better succeed.”

Cloudhawk looked at the cyborg. He struck him as strange.

The Khan of Evernight was Nox’s governor, responsible for the city while Judas slept. But where did he come from? He was strong, that was obvious from his showing in Sanctuary, at least as strong as the old drunk. Not really human, though – he’d lost most of his body and had it replaced with circuits and wires.

Why would he give up so much and pledge himself to demons? He seemed to know a whole lot about Skycloud.

Cloudhawk shook his head and put the thoughts aside. He fumbled a bit with the engine of a flying machine. Everyone had their secrets, and Cloudhawk didn’t have the tools or smarts to figure out what those secrets were. The engine sputtered to life, and with flames sputtering from the airplane’s exhaust, he took off towards his destination.

The higher he went, the further he could see into the distance. A panoramic view of the devastation left behind by the Great War. The battlefield was… massive. A boundless darkness hung over it all. Alone in this frigid, gloomy environment, he flew for a full day.

From up here, he couldn’t make out any of the details below. It was all an endless expanse of ruins like a field of discarded bones. From time to time, he’d spy craters, massive holes left behind as a consequence of a terrible war. Lights flickered in isolated pockets to indicate where humans had gathered in settlements to try and survive in this dangerous place.

Life was a tenacious thing. No matter how terrible the conditions, human potential rose to the occasion. They adapted because they had to.

Cloudhawk peered into the horizon and spotted light. The unrelenting darkness was beginning to subside, but the air had a heavy feeling, like he was flying into a fog.

“Fuckin’ finally, I’m getting out of this hellhole.”

Suddenly, a figure streaked across his vision.

He looked closer and discovered that it was a huge beast. The bird-like thing was at least as large as the Vale’s dragons but bore no feathers or scales. Instead, it had leathery, bat-like flesh with bony spines protruding from its wings. Its head culminated in a pointed peak with a pair of angry red eyes set above it. The creature’s long, thin tail had three drill-like spikes jutting from the end. A glance was enough to know it wasn’t friendly.

It noticed Cloudhawk and headed right for his flying machine. It opened its maw wide and vomited a burst of fire towards him.

Cloudhawk jerked the wheel to try and avoid the worst of it. He felt his hair singe as the plume of fire streaked past the cockpit. What the fuck was this thing?! It sure as shit wasn’t a normal wastelands mutant because he could hear a relic resonance coming from it.

Oddball dashed off, a streak of golden light in the darkness. It broke the sound barrier and appeared in front of the creature in an instant. Oddball struck it like a golden bullet, but the beast only jerked slightly.

Oddball could punch through a steel plate twenty centimeters thick by this point. However, the bird’s attack hardly phased the monster at all. It took an angry swipe at the audacious golden bird.

Oddball was batted away with a squeak, several golden feathers left in its wake. In anger and frustration, Oddball opened its beak as it retreated and spat out a beam of golden energy at its foe. It crackled through the air like lightning, striking the beast and leaving a nasty black mark.

The monster descended into fury. It slowly extended its leathery wings.

Cloudhawk could see that all across those wings were glowing lines, like some sort of ancient pattern. The resonance he sensed earlier grew louder until from the wings arced a host of purplish-black bolts. They came towards both Cloudhawk and Oddball.

“Son of a bitch!”

He glowered at the violet lightning storm closing in. Having no time to dodge, he had to try and fly through it.

Right away, his cockpit began to shake violently as the attack hit. The instruments beeped and squealed in protest, belching sparks into his face. Cloudhawk took Ardent Wrath into his grip and bailed.

A second later, the airplane exploded.

Cloudhawk jerked himself around, allowing the wind to carry him towards the creature. The further he traveled, the brighter Ardent Wrath seethed until the two collided. He brought his weapon down hard on the beast’s skull, carving a wound from head to belly.

The monster screamed a terrible sound. It reacted with a sharp flick of its tail.

Cloudhawk managed to put his sword between himself and the barbs. Clumsy attacks like these were no threat to him, especially after he learned the drunk’s martial weapon techniques. However, he was weak and crippled from his previous fights and couldn’t ward off the impact completely. He crashed into the ground, hard enough to make his vision go dark.

The giant bird was also wounded by the exchange. It flew away, unsteady and dripping blood.

Oddball plummeted from the sky as fast as it could to find Cloudhawk limp in a small crater. It alighted on its master chest and used its wings to slap him in the face. He had to wake up. Who knew what other dangers were hiding in the ruins of this battlefield?

It wasn’t working. Oddball took back to the air, scouting the area for threats. Not far away, it spotted several figures picking their way through the ruins. Oddball approached.

One of them, a younger boy, yelped in surprise. “Ay? What’s this?!”

His older companion quickly dragged him back behind him. “Careful! It looks like a divine beast!”

Oddball flew in circuits above them for a moment before coming to a stop. It beat its wings frantically and chirped, darting back and forth to indicate a direction.

“It doesn’t seem dangerous.” The boy peered at Oddball curiously. “Does it need help?”

Curious to see what it wanted, the two followed Oddball’s lead back to Cloudhawk. When they saw him unconscious, they knew what Oddball had been trying to do. The two spoke for a moment and eventually decided to pick Cloudhawk up and take him away.


70 / The Silver Kingdom


Cloudhawk’s plight could only be described as getting kicked while he was down.

He’d fought and defeated Adder, Frost, even the likes of Oren Cloude. He’d even managed to hold his own against the Crimson One and Arcturus. Throughout his life, there’d been a steady succession of powerful people trying to kill him, and though it wasn’t the first time Cloudhawk had lost, it was the first time he’d lost in such a humiliating fashion. To some fucking leathery bird that came out of nowhere.

How humiliating!

He felt a cold wind against his ear, enough to wake him up. When he opened his eyes, he found himself perched on the back of a creature that was somewhere between a horse and a rhinoceros. Thankfully, it was a sturdy thing with a wide back he could comfortably lay on.

Oddball immediately began chirping when it noticed he was awake.

Cloudhawk sat up, an action that elicited excruciating pain. He then looked around and was surprised by what he saw. It was a sort of place he’d never seen before, a world of white. Desolate. Lonely. Cold. It was a tundra.

There was enough light for him to get a good look at his surroundings. It was obviously not the battlefield he’d been flying over. However, probably because it was close to those blasted lands, the temperature here was frigid. Instead of sandy wastelands, there was nothing but sheets of ice as far as he could see. They were far enough away, though, that a harsh light shone upon them from overhead and reflected off the ice in a way that dazzled the eye.

Absolutely dead. There was not a single living thing for miles that he could see, except for them.

It was unlike anything he’d ever seen.

Surrounding him was a small herd of pack animals, huge things that were laden down with sacks. They carefully picked their way across the ice. There were also people wrapped in several layers of heavy clothing. Their hats, coats, and even beards were coated with ice crystals. Their leader was a skinny geezer who was looking right at him.

“You’re awake.”

The geezer had striking blue eyes and well-kept hair the color of snow. He was draped in a cloak of alternating red and blue. There was something unique about the way he held himself, in fact, a lot of the way he moved and spoke reminded Cloudhawk of Skycloud. Luckily, he understood.

It was a small group. One old man, a young girl, and a handful of others with simple weapons.

This wasn’t his first rodeo. Cloudhawk didn’t get any sense of danger from this crew right now, but that didn’t mean they weren’t a threat. He kept his guard up.

“Don’t misunderstand, we don’t mean you any harm.” The geezer was kindly and somewhat deferential. “We found you in the forbidden area. You were unconscious. We are merchants from Redleaf.”

“Redleaf?” Cloudhawl asked. “What sort of place is that?”

The geezer found his question strange. “You’ve never heard of Redleaf City?”

Redleaf wasn’t a large city, but it was well-known within the kingdom. How could he not have heard of it? The old man looked at Cloudhawk with a glimmer of doubt in his eyes.

They were interrupted when a young boy of fifteen or sixteen excitedly inserted himself between them. “You probably ran into a dracobat if you were traveling through the forbidden area. They’re some of the most dangerous creatures out there. It’s amazing you injured it and survived! Are you a beastmaster? Is this little bird your divine beast?”

Redleaf… Beastmaster? These were terms he’d never heard of before. It was obvious this place was far from where he’d grown up. The atmosphere, environment, culture, and livelihoods were all so different from what he was used to. Unless he was mistaken, this icy expanse was the fallen land of the Shepherd God.

The boy pressed him for answers. “I’m Summer. Where do you come from? What’s your name? Why don’t you speak?”

He had the impression that now wasn’t the appropriate time to share the truth, so he rubbed his head and acted confused. “I’m sorry, it’s… strange. I just remember my name is Cloudhawk.”

Amnesia? The blow to his head must have rattled his memory – It’s happened before. Grandfather and grandson exchanged a look.

In a flash of inspiration, Summer took the initiative. “Well, since you can’t remember where you’re from, you should come with us to Redleaf. You’re a beastmaster, so the city will definitely welcome you.”

Cloudhawk was again reminded that he knew nothing about this new world he found himself in. He had to find a way to blend in, so he accepted their offer.

He soon learned his hunch was correct. These folks were from the fallen Elysian land that they called the Silver Kingdom of Meadow. It was roughly equal in scale to Skycloud, although it was clear the development of this realm had been halted. Where Skycloud’s populace numbered in the tens of millions, here the number was in the low millions. A small kingdom.

That was roughly the population of Skycloud City. However, though few in number, they were strong.

The beastmasters Summer spoke about were a unique profession here. Cloudhawk wasn’t familiar with the idea, but after a few roundabout questions, he learned they were demon hunters who had divine beasts as pets.

Cloudhawk had learned the secret of divine beasts a long time ago. They were, in actuality, special kinds of relics that joined with the consciousness of their masters. That gave them more autonomy and use in a fight. Back in Skycloud, they were few and far between, with the most noted being the Temple Guardian. Creatures like that were difficult to come across.

Things were different here, perhaps because of its proximity to the ancient battlefield.

During the Great War, the masters of these divine and unholy beasts fell, leaving their pets behind. Some of them had the ability to reproduce, and as such, the forbidden area became riddled with their offspring. It was a resource for the people of Meadow to exploit, so even though they had no god to lead and empower them, the people could still gather these beasts and relics for themselves.

Those with the talent to command divine beasts were given the title of beastmaster. Others that used different relics to empower their fighting ability were called Chosen.

Beastmasters, Chosen, Nox’s Black Knights, the wastelands’ godslayers… all were what he first came to know as Skycloud’s demon hunters. The only difference was location.

The group he’d fallen in with were merchant collectors. Their job was to wander through what they called the forbidden area – the outskirts of the Great War battlefield – and gather up what they could. Hauls included fragments of old relics, energy crystals, and divine beast eggs. Such things were high-value items to these folk. If they were lucky, a single trip could set them up for half their lives.

But as one might expect, it was dangerous work. The forbidden area was given the ominous name because it was deadly and much about it remained unknown.

The dracobat that took down Cloudhawk was a divine beast without a master. Most likely, it had been left here, left to wander since the time of the Great War.

It was also far from the only one. They were strong, feral things. Were it not for Cloudhawk’s unfortunate run-in with the thing, there was a fair possibility the dracobat would have found the collectors instead. Had that happened, it would have ended in tragedy.

Cloudhawk once again looked over the bundles strapped onto the mounts. “All of this is what you pulled out of the forbidden area?”

Summer nodded. “Yup! We got a real good haul this time. If we sell it all, we might qualify to start trading in the capital. Then we won’t have to scramble around outside all day.”

Cloudhawk sized up the pair. He felt… strange. This reminded him of years ago when he was trying to make his way into Skycloud for the first time. He didn’t know shit back then… about anything. He’d been brought through the borderlands by the Bloomnettle Company, Old Thistle.

And Squall.

They were both so young back then. Neither of them could have imagined that a few years later, their worlds would be rocked.

Summer’s full name was Summer Vista. His grandfather’s name was Craig Vista. Hearing his grandson’s hopes, he shook his head. “I know it’s your dream to go to the capital, child, but it’s not so easy. Ability isn’t enough. You need influence and power. We have neither.”

Summer scowled in dissatisfaction. “I’ll get stronger eventually.”

“Well, you sure can flap your lips,” Craig said with a shake of his head. He looked up at the sky. “The climate will change in a couple days. Unless you want to freeze to death or get burned to a crisp, we need to pick up the pace.”

Meadow’s tundra was a strange place. In some parts – the part closer to the battlefield – it was cold all year round and blanketed in ice. In other areas, the blazing sun was likely to blind you, especially in this snow-blanketed place where the reflection of the sunlight was greatly intensified. The strength of the sun’s radiation burned skin and could even cause mutations.

It was dangerous because victims never felt hot, but they were cooking nonetheless.

Cloudhawk continued to speak and act cautiously as they continued the trek. He was eager to learn as much as he could without seeming like a total outsider. Between what the Khan of Evernight told him and what he could learn from Summer, he was starting to get a grasp on things.

He wouldn’t have believed a place like this existed out here until he saw it for himself. For the next couple of days, he traveled with the merchants until they reached their destination.

He stood at the edge of a cliff, his eyes drawn into the distance. Here, the tundra stopped abruptly and gave way to a frozen steppe. The horizon was broken up by a forest peeking up from creeping snow banks.

A land blanketed in white, glowing silver under the sun. Trees with powdered caps and distant mountains scraping the clouds – all enveloped in snow. From the barren world suddenly appeared this beautiful landscape whose ice refracted the light in rainbow patterns in a way that made it all look surreal.

He’d arrived.

This was the forgotten realm, the Shepherd God’s fallen domain… Of course, few if anyone knew what happened a thousand years ago. These days, the natives had a different name for it.

The Silver Kingdom.
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The Silver Kingdom that Cloudhawk gazed upon was, in fact, one large colony.

There were perhaps several million inhabitants altogether, gathered in settlements of various sizes that numbered in the dozens. In the center was their capital, a place they called Imperia.

Why Imperia? Well, as the name implied, it was the imperial seat of their king.

Legends said the one called king had lived for fifteen hundred years. They wielded some great and mysterious power that dissuaded enemies from threatening their kingdom. This strength dominated the nearby beasts and kept threats from Nox and the forbidden area from approaching.

Of course, the legends were doubtful, to say the least. But...

Cloudhawk had seen Nox’s strength for himself, and it definitely wasn’t something to thumb your nose at. Judas was ambitious, anxious to gain more people to expand his power. Meanwhile, the Silver Kingdom was just a larger settlement with a population one-tenth the size of Skycloud’s.

Why didn’t Judas just take advantage of their relative weakness? Surely if he did, Nox would gain many more capable fighters. If he accomplished that, wouldn’t their next conflict with Skycloud have a higher chance of victory? The natives claimed that their king was a powerful warrior, comparable to a god or demon. Cloudhawk, however, doubted that this failed godly state could have as many mighty fighters as Skycloud.

Could this local despot even hold a candle to Judas or Arcturus? It seemed unlikely.

Yet, in Cloudhawk’s experience, behind every anomaly was a lurking devil. There was probably more to this place than meets the eye. The merchant company continued its trek across the snow-laden fields of the Silver Kingdom for another five days. During this time, Cloudhawk asked them about Redleaf.

It was an average city with a unique environment. Situated in a basin, the geographic landscape made it so that the city was covered in a low-lying haze of clouds. The permanent blanket made the air humid and raised the temperature. As such, foliage that was not seen elsewhere grew on the valley walls. Like maple trees.

These dicotyledonous trees bore red leaves all year long. Because their leaves were a constant staple of the city, it came to be known as Redleaf. In addition, the temperate locale was geothermally active and boasted many mineral-rich hot springs. Thus, Redleaf was also called the City of Springs.

Maybe it was because this used to be the domain of a god, but the degree of pollution and destruction here was far less than in the outside world. It was more than suitable for people to settle and multiply. The only thing that stopped it from being considered a paradise on earth was its proximity to the forbidden area. Divine beasts would wander in from time to time and harass the citizens.

As they approached, Summer bounced excitedly on the back of their pack animal. “This is our hometown. Beautiful, don’t you think?”

Cloudhawk had no words.

“Brother Cloudhawk, you should stay a while and try the fruit wine we distill here. We also have great hot springs. If you ask me, there’s no better place in the Silver Kingdom, except Imperia of course.”

Such a quiet town, wrapped in mist. Something about it filled Cloudhawk with a sense of disquiet.

It wasn’t the sort of feeling he got when threatened by something. Rather, it was like being out of place. Like he didn’t belong here.

It was such a beautiful, peaceful place. Rare to find it like in this world. Five or ten years ago, Cloudhawk would have been ecstatic to end up here.

After experiencing so much, Cloudhawk realized that he’d changed. He was a harbinger, a bearer of bad luck. Everywhere he went, chaos and destruction seemed to follow. That’s why he felt like he shouldn’t be here, because he ruined nice things like this. He didn’t want to be responsible for the loss of another beautiful thing in this world.

While Cloudhawk had been learning over the last few days, Summer had also carefully investigated this unfamiliar man. He learned he didn’t like to talk much.

Most of the time, he just sat in silence, thinking about things. Cloudhawk didn’t seem much older than him, but his dark eyes had a sort of exhaustion and guarded look of a much older man.

He must have plenty of stories, he thought. He must have seen all sorts of places, lived through many strange experiences.

This sort of bearing was especially interesting to the young like Summer. Thus, though Cloudhawk was less than welcoming, Summer found any excuse to chat with him.

The geezer watched it all with a small smile. Cloudhawk kept to himself a lot, but Craig had lived long enough to be a good judge of character, and he sensed nothing evil in the stranger. He treated his grandson well enough.

That being said, it was curious that he was so reticent…

Summer’s dream had always been to grow strong and travel the world as an adventurer.

The old man was not without wits. He understood that bringing a stranger into his home came with risks, but this stranger was Chosen. His merchant company lacked someone like him. Anywhere in the world, strength was important. The stronger you were, the more you could take for yourself.
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Redleaf City, Summer-Autumn Merchant Company headquarters.

The somewhat clumsy name was chosen by Craig to honor his twin grandchildren, Summer and Autumn. He started this company with the sole hope of getting a better life for the people he lived with. As such, he used the name of his treasured grandchildren to bring the company, and them, good fortune.

Autumn was the elder sister, and the two couldn’t be more different.

Summer was a dyed-in-the-wool optimist and as sunny as his namesake. Autumn also took a cue from her name, and so she was demure, introverted, and intense. Her personality was better suited to a homebody, so she remained in the city and managed the business while Summer went with their grandfather on his excursions. Even at her young age, she displayed a keen intelligence that surprised most. It was thanks in part to her efforts that their small company had grown in recent years.

“Sis! We’re back!”

Autumn came out to meet them, wrapped in the traditional wide-sleeved dress of Redleaf. She had thick, flaxen hair that hung past her shoulders. Her skin was a healthy bronze, and her eyes were a vibrant green. Slim and graceful, quiet and shy, she was young but presented herself as a mature woman.

Autumn’s eyes immediately sized up the stranger who was traveling with her family. It was expected and unavoidable – Cloudhawk didn’t look like anyone else around here, so he looked strange from the moment eyes were laid on him.

She could tell he wasn’t from around here, and his presence seemed to make her unhappy. Her delicate eyebrows scrunched together. “Why are you bringing strangers to our home?”

The geezer told them to bring their new friend inside to rest. He then approached Autumn to speak with her. “Child, you shouldn’t be so on guard with everyone you meet. We found him in the forbidden area. He was wounded and lost his memory. A dracobat almost killed him. He’s Chosen.”

“I saw the dracobat get wounded and flap away like a scaredy-cat!” Summer was just as firm in his support of Cloudhawk as Autumn was in her opposition. “Cloudhawk isn’t just Chosen either. He’s also a beastmaster. He has a divine beast with him!”

Chosen were the realm’s strongest warriors. The Summer-Autumn Company used to employ one, and every month, half of their profits went to him. Alas, they didn’t expect that one day, another company with deeper pockets would entice him away. Angry as they were to lose an asset, there was nothing the company could do.

“Those dracobats are some of the fiercest divine beasts in the forbidden area. Even Redleaf’s best Chosen are no match for one. How did he survive? Did you see him fight the monster yourselves?”

Summer paused. He’d asked him about the fight, but being brought down by a critter like the Dracobat wasn’t Cloudhawk’s finest moment, so he wasn’t very forthcoming. Besides, he didn’t want to let slip that he was from Nox, for to these people, the city of Evernight was an evil place in the forbidden area. Cloudhawk kept it close to the vest.

Craig interjected, “Whatever the circumstances, he is certainly Chosen. If our company wants to make more connections and gain more resources, we need a Chosen’s help. We will be friendly and respectful.”

Chosen were so named because they were born with special talent. They could command divine beasts and use relics to aid them in battle. The laws of the Silver Kingdom were clear, meaning society here was not as direct as the wastes. Various organizations vied for power, but it usually didn’t result in bloodshed.

As such, the kingdom had a special sort of competitive nature.

Each organization did whatever they could to entice and cultivate their own Chosen. They then relied on these warriors as champions to fight in their name. Such tests of combat were often used to settle disagreements. It was important, then, that resources be allocated to their care. Since the last Chosen in the company’s employ jumped ship, they were forced to look for another.

As one might imagine, Chosen were held in very high regard. Every group had to take their chances and recruit the best Chosen they could find. As for Cloudhawk and how strong he was? In truth, Craig and his grandchildren had no way of knowing. But to a small outfit like theirs, even the weakest Chosen was a breath of life-giving oxygen.

Cloudhawk sat in the room they’d arranged for him, far from the old man but not out of earshot. What a strange place, he thought. Demon hunters were well-respected in Skycloud as well. Merchants, though, were at the bottom of the social ladder. Even the richest and most respected merchants like the Lunae family could only entice a handful of demon hunters to serve under them.

Why would noble demon hunters debase themselves in the service of a merchant family?

Until recently, the Lunaes was Skycloud’s paramount merchant family to the extent that most businesses in the city were in some way involved with them. But even such a successful family could only recruit one or two demon hunters. Ultimately, the only way to make up for this deficit was to use their vast resources to train up their own.

It was not hard to see how respected the mythical warriors were to the common man.

Here, in the Silver Kingdom, Chosen were also respected but not out of reach. They were connected to the citizenry in a different way. Organizations of all sorts and sizes could spend their resources to recruit or train Chosen of various skills.

Chosen, on the other hand, strove to join the best organizations to gain the best benefits. This symbiotic arrangement provided Chosen with the resources they needed to get stronger. Once they grew past what their employer could provide, they would end their contract and look for work higher up the ladder.

It was a relationship purely built on mutual benefit.

Clearly, this was a fallen realm of a forgotten god. Its divine rules and influence had long since passed into history. Chosen were not sanctimonious holy warriors but a class with a unique set of highly sought-after skills.

Night fell, and the sky grew dark. Cloudhawk spent the hours planning his next move.

His thoughts were interrupted by a sound from the other side of the door. “You’re making good progress.”

The door was pushed open, and a figure dressed in pitch-black armor strode inside. His long, black cloak wrapped around him like a living shadow. The Khan of Evernight.

What was he doing here? Cloudhawk made no effort to hide his surprise. “Are you following me?”

The Khan answered in that robotic, soulless voice. “I told you we would remain on the periphery and serve where we could. If we left you to your own devices in the state you’re in, you would surely fail to retrieve the Demon King’s blood crystal.”

“Whatever. The information you gave me was sorely lacking, you know. This place is huge. I don’t even know where the blood crystal is kept, much less how to retrieve it.”

“Imperia is surrounded by a powerful enchantment, a remnant of the Great War. The magics are even more potent than those that protect Woodland Vale. Even Judas’s vast power cannot pierce it. It is there that the Demon King’s blood crystal is being kept. Your next step is to integrate with these people, find a way into their capital, and disable its enchantment from within.”

“And then?”

“We act. Kill their king. Take the blood crystal.”

The Khan’s tone never changed. It was cold and mechanized as though he were discussing the weather.


72 / The Spark


The Khan never moved a muscle. He didn’t seem to be a living thing at all, just a sentient machine. The shadow of death, standing in Cloudhawk’s doorway.

His black mask concealed his face, leaving nothing revealed but cold and flickering red eyes. His gaze was chilling.

Cloudhawk looked back with his own dark eyes, just as frigid and unwelcoming. “So I’m just a tool you’re using to break through this place’s defenses. To feed your ambitions to take over. Don’t you think you’re being a little obvious about it?”

“No. Your worth to Judas is a hundred times greater than all the people of this kingdom put together. At least when it comes to the blood crystal, the demon elder has not deceived you. Once the Demon King’s blood is yours, not only will all your wounds melt away, but you will also finally be able to access your full inheritance.”

Cloudhawk was frank. “I hate being used. Why the fuck should I agree to this?”

“You don’t want to live? You don’t desire to make Arcturus pay for his crimes, to protect Greenland? What about saving your friend’s life?” The Khan turned away but left Cloudhawk with a final thought before disappearing. “Remember that in any situation, you have a choice. Think carefully.”

Humans were selfish by nature. A drowning man would grab whatever was stretched out to him if it meant survival, even if it meant dragging someone else under the waves.

Humans were also greedy. Wealth, rights, and rank – those were the goals, and it often didn’t matter who got hurt in their pursuit. When it came to these fundamental things, any righteous-sounding excuse was just so many words. The Khan was right. There was always a choice. The question was always which one you chose.

There was definitely more to Judas’s plans than he was letting on. The demon was a crafty and ambitious thing. But how did that knowledge change anything? Conspiracies were pointless. Judas schemed in the open without concern.

Even the Khan could tell there was a lot Cloudhawk still wanted to accomplish. He was eager to destroy Arcturus, protect his companions, build his nation, rejoin his family, and find the truth behind this whole mess. A man like Cloudhawk would not accept death and go silently into the night in this frozen, lonely place.

He had his back to a cliff, and the ground was crumbling beneath his feet.

As far as Cloudhawk could tell, he had two clear paths before him. Only they were two very different routes that led to very different places. Whichever he chose, the consequences would be serious and irreversible.

“Cloudhawk, Redleaf has a pub called Cloudtop. Let’s go knock back a few!” Summer had tracked him down and gave the invitation.

He wasn’t convinced he would accept, so it was a pleasant surprise when he did.

Cloudhawk wasn’t an iceberg. He didn’t keep people at arm’s length forever. All the callousness and unfriendly mannerisms were to keep himself hidden and protected. But who knew what the future would hold? Cloudhawk figured so long as he was here, he might as well try to blend in.

Cloudtop was a famous watering hole in the area. It was both a hot spring and a bar and dripped with local character. One could say it was the city’s main landmark.

The bar itself was surrounded by pools of steamy water, which gave it all a very heavy, aquatic feel. In that way, it was very different from both Skycloud and the wastelands. Singing girls regaled the patrons with local ballads, and everyone milled around, relaxed and content.

“First, you need to try our fruit wine.”

Cloudhawk accepted the suggestion but could not share his opinions because the wine didn’t actually taste like anything. He appeared to have lost that sense – and not only that, after awakening, he felt numb all over.

Summer saw his eyebrows drop and figured he was struggling with amnesia again. “Most of the people in Redleaf are really friendly. You could stay here until you recover your memory.”

If he didn’t only have a year to live, if he didn’t have so much he had to do, Cloudhawk would really have considered it.

“Drink up!” Summer held up a glass, his face bright and cheerful. “You know, I really respect you Chosen. One day, I hope I can be able to wield the sort of power you do. Then, I could leave this sleepy little village and adventure across the world. I could make my own name and write my own legend!”

“Why do you want to leave?” Cloudhawk asked. “You don’t like it here?”

Summer chortled, but his expression was determined. “Redleaf is my home. Of course I like it. But I’m a man! And a man who spends his whole life never leaving where he grew up is a coward. We’ve only got a few decades to live our lives, so I need to get out there and live it to its fullest. Men are meant to do something with our time on earth!”

Cloudhawk had nothing to say to that.

Summer was left awkwardly scratching his head. “You think it’s wishful thinking too, eh?”

“No. Everyone has untapped potential, ambitions, dreams, desires… Those aren’t bad things. But a real warrior always knows why they’re fighting and what they’re fighting for. Only when you’re confident and believe in what you’re doing will you have the passion to see it through and the courage to face the hard times. If you don’t, the weapon in your hand will quickly eat you up.”

Cloudhawk muttered the wisdom into the red liquid, sloshing around in his cup. It looked like he was talking to the young man, but really, the words were directed at himself.

“Remember that not every pursuit will end in the result you want, or even any result at all. Everyone has their limits, and when you’re out reaching for what you want, you’re going to lose some things too. If you want to make a living adventuring, you have to be prepared to give up safety and comfort. When your feet hit the road, you better be prepared for every storm that comes your way.”

“You’re young. You don’t know what it costs to go after your dreams. Maybe one day, you’ll succeed and suddenly realize that everything you gave up to obtain was here all along. That’s why it’s important, before you start, to ask yourself what’s most important. Then you never let that go.”

Summer didn’t understand. Was he saying that chasing one’s dreams required sacrifice? Brother Cloudhawk couldn’t even be thirty. Why was he talking like a grizzled old man?

“I’ve done too much talking. Don’t listen to me.” Cloudhawk lifted the glass and took another sip. “Real life is like a glass of booze, I guess. Warm, cold, bitter, sweet, mild, strong – everyone’s got a preference, but they don’t know till they try them all. I’m just sharing my opinion.”

“Brother Cloudhawk’s experienced a lot.” Summer was even more convinced Cloudhawk’s history was a complicated one.

What Cloudhawk asked next almost made him spit out his wine. “Have you met your king?”

“How would I do that?” Summer’s eyes were wide. “Our king is the amazing protector of our kingdom. Every few years, citizens from the different cities do a pilgrimage to Imperia to pay tribute, but normal folk don’t actually get to meet the king. A nobody like me, I don’t even have the chance to visit the capital.”

An idea was starting to percolate in the back of Cloudhawk’s mind. If what the Khan said was true, then the Demon King’s blood crystal was somewhere in Imperia. Cloudhawk didn’t know anything beyond that, but why kill the king to get to it? With his skills, he could find a way to slip into the capitol and take the crystal without spilling any blood.

If he found out Judas was lying to him, he could return the crystal – no harm no foul – and maybe even get revenge for being used. If the demon was telling the truth, then Judas couldn’t stop him once his body was healed and the Demon King’s inheritance was firmly in hand.

At that point, Cloudhawk could do whatever he wanted. It was as good a plan as any.

“You’ve got to try the hot springs, and the ones around Cloudtop are the best. I’m telling you, it’s the most relaxing feeling in the whole world, and there’s nothing else like it anywhere. Let’s give it a try.”

In fact, it was Cloudhawk’s first time seeing anything like a hot spring, much less experiencing one. Water was such a treasure where he came from! It was unthinkable to him that water would endlessly well up from the ground and that people could just sit in it and lounge. If he told this to anyone back in the wastelands, they’d think he’d gone crazy.

Summer stood and began leading Cloudhawk to the pools. However, they were stopped when a figure stepped into their path. “So sorry, the hot springs are reserved. You can’t go in.”

Summer wasn’t happy at being denied, and his temper flared. “What?” he said incredulously. “We came here, but you’re going to give it to someone else?”

The waiter gave an apologetic smile. “Young Master, I am very sorry. As an apology, please consider your drinks on the house.”

But he didn’t want a refund. Summer had brought his new friend here for an experience! If they turned him away, it would be an embarrassment!

A voice then reached them. “I should have known it would be you making all that noise, useless boy. The whelp of a small company on the verge of going out of business, here wasting money. Honestly, I’m amazed by your thoughtlessness.”

A middle-aged man flanked by a group of burly men stepped forward.

Summer’s face turned red with rage, and his eyes spat fire. He shouted back, almost instinctively, “You ungrateful traitor!”

The middle-aged man was on the thinner side, with prominent cheekbones and sunken eyes. A black snake was curled around his shoulders.

His aura was strange, dark, and malicious. When the younger man flung his insults, he responded with a dismissive laugh. “Traitor? Do you know who you’re talking to? Do you know the consequence of saying something like that to me?”

Summer’s face turned white. He ground his teeth for a moment but eventually turned to Cloudhawk. “I’m sorry, Cloudhawk. Today, I won’t be able to treat you like I wanted...”

Cloudhawk shook his head. “Not a problem. Let’s go.” Obviously, Summer could not afford to offend this stranger.

“Hold it right there!” The man’s cold voice called after them. “You’ve offended a Chosen. You think you can just say what you said and leave? But since Ol’ Vista is a former client, I don’t want to hurt him too badly. I’ll just take your legs as payment.”

His cruel words surprised everyone who heard. Was he so arrogant and vicious as to threaten a boy? Summer was so young! If the stranger made good on his threats, it would ruin the rest of the boy’s life.

Fear gripped Summer when he heard, and he knew he was in serious trouble. He also knew that more than likely, the Chosen’s presence here was deliberate. It was too late to get out of it now.

However, this man was taking it too far! Summer shot back, “Do you have to burn all your bridges? The Summer-Autumn Company treated you well for years, and this is how you treat us? If this isn’t ingratitude, I don’t know what is.”

“You’re wrong. People like you should worship people like me. You should thank me! I don’t owe you anything, but you owe me everything. Now cut off your legs and give them to me. It’s what I’m owed.”

Everyone else in the bar was dead silent out of fear. The organization the man worked for now was a significant one, and no one dared offend his handlers.

Summer was at a loss and cast his eyes towards Cloudhawk. He regretted this trip. All he’d wanted to do was show Cloudhawk a good time, and this was the result. He knew he shouldn’t have answered, shouldn’t have offended this man. But maybe this strange man they found in the forbidden area could help him.

Could he? This man was a famed local villain and a mighty Chosen!

Cloudhawk sighed. He was again reminded that anywhere people lived, these sorts of things happened.

He stretched out a finger and flicked it. One of the big men guarding the scoundrel was struck by an unseen power. He staggered back as though struck by a lightning bolt, and all the strength in his arms was lost. His numb fingers dumbly dropped his weapons. Onlookers had no idea what had happened.

“Where did you dig up this cockroach?” The middle-aged man sized up the odd-looking stranger. “If you’re willing to stand up to me, Python, then you’re obviously tired of living!”

Cloudhawk was silent as he looked over the other man. Nothing about him seemed threatening. At best, he was like a demon hunter fresh out of the academy. Cloudhawk could deal with this scrub with one hand tied behind his back. What the hell did he have to be so conceited about? Were Redleaf Chosen really so lacking?

“You’re willing to chop his legs off for a few words. Don’t you think that’s a little much?” Cloudhawk was still trying to avoid starting a fight. “Leave. I don’t want any trouble. Let’s all just pretend nothing happened.”

Python was nothing if not prideful. If he walked away with his tail between his legs, how could he ever show his face around town again? Cloudhawk’s attempts to mollify him only made him angrier. “You lot, bring me all of their limbs! They are going to spend the rest of their lives as useless cripples!”


73 / Offending Local Bullies


Python was not considered one of the stronger citizens of Redleaf. He was second-tier at best. However, Chosen were men of status in this kingdom, so he was a recognized name by virtue of his abilities.

After he left the Summer-Autumn Company, Python took up with Red Banner – one of Redleaf’s best merchant groups. There were forty-three Chosen pledged to their service. Python had just gotten his foot in the door at this point, but he had plans to have that change.

After being in their employ for years, he knew enough to know that the small company had real potential. Thus, he’d come here on purpose, ready to start a fight, because he knew Summer wouldn’t be able to resist. Getting that kid to start something was exactly why he’d come.

As for the old man, he could go fucking die in a corner. And Autumn? Hmph! She’d be just another worthless bitch without that company, much easier to get into his bed then. After he got rid of the Summer-Autumn Company, his status in Red Banner would definitely improve. That would also mean more respect and a higher salary.

When a lion wanted to swipe at the sheep, the sheep couldn’t do anything but bleat. But this ragged-looking asshole would have to be dealt with first.

Python had never heard of this guy. Either he had worthless backing or he was an outsider who didn’t know his place. Killing him wouldn’t cause any problems.

The four big men Python brought with him all attacked together.

These were some of the stronger thugs employed by Red Banner. Among normal folk, they were intimidating, about equivalent to a standard Skycloud foot soldier. But there were only four of them. Cloudhawk could be mostly crippled and still wouldn’t have a problem dealing with them.

“You must be from somewhere else, huh?”

“He’s a moron. Obviously, he doesn’t know what Red Banner’s about!”

“For a runt like you to offend Boss Python is a joke! Beg for your life, asshole, and maybe we won’t kill you!”

Summer was practically shaking in his boots. He didn’t think Python would be so brazen! The Summer-Autumn Company didn’t have Chosen anymore, and that meant there was no one to stand up for them.

The rules of the Silver Kingdom stated that organizations and merchant companies were forbidden from fighting directly. Doing so was a violation of the law, and both offenders would earn the king’s anger. However, conflict was inevitable, so the kingdom made an edict – organizations could fight to protect their interests, but only through champions.

Essentially, the kingdom allowed for proxy battles between Chosen. They served as representatives for their employers, and whoever won the contest had the disagreement settlement in their favor.

It was a simple, brutal system, but it avoided full-on war between factions. The Silver Kingdom protected its population, and Chosen were elevated to a respected class. As gladiators, they were showered with resources and training to hone their skills. Over time, they developed into a veritable army of mercenaries for the kingdom.

The Summer-Autumn Company, though, had no Chosen of its own. If someone like Python found an excuse to stir up trouble, the company couldn’t protect itself. Clearly, that was Python’s whole game today. To stir up shit.

Again, Summer’s eyes darted to the stranger. While he was confident in Cloudhawk’s abilities, Cloudhawk was an outsider. How could he be expected to take on Red Banner? If Cloudhawk didn’t intervene, it was unlikely Summer could get away unharmed, but if he did, he was declaring war on one of Redleaf’s strongest companies.

“Quit wasting time. Deal with him!”

At Python’s command, one of the men acted. He wrapped his arms around Cloudhawk’s shoulders to try and pin him, setting up as he tried to tear his limb from his joint. However, Cloudhawk was faster. He spun around, took the big man’s arm in a vice-like grip, and twisted. The sound of snapping bone could be heard clear across the bar.

His attacker’s arm was bent backward at an unnatural angle. His companions rushed in to take revenge.

Cloudhawk first snapped a lazy kick at one of their kneecaps. The meaty leg bent backward at a ninety-degree angle, and the jagged end of his broken femur stuck out from behind the knee. That was enough to convince the other two that fighting wasn’t a good idea. They tried to run.

Snap! Snap!

No one could see what happened next. It was too fast. What was obvious were the indentations in their chests, which caused the thugs to crumple to the ground like sacks of potatoes after flying backward a dozen meters. Judging by those wounds, these men would be bedridden for the better part of a year, and it was unlikely they’d do any fighting ever again.

What the fuck?! Was this asshole even human? How was he so strong and fast when it looked like a stiff wind would blow him over?

It’d taken two seconds for Cloudhawk to shut down four strong fighters. More importantly, each one of his blows seemed half-hearted but did frightening damage. It was like whatever bone he brushed a finger against simply just snapped. The sheer force of it made him all the more mysterious.

“Do you really want to make Red Banner your enemy? Do you have any idea who you’re fucking with?”

The black snake entwined around Python’s arm awakened. Like black lightning, it darted forth, its black body changing dramatically in the process. It split from one snake into a hundred in the blink of an eye. They writhed and hissed all around Python.

A snake that can split apart? Has to be a divine beast. Rare in Skycloud, but here, they seem commonplace.

The snake seemed otherwise normal, except that it could split as often as it wanted. An opponent would find themselves immediately confronted with a whole host of snakes whose venom was quite deadly. One bite was enough to fell an elephant.

“I don’t know anything about this Red Banner,” Cloudhawk said, his eyes fixed on Python, “but if you’re the best they got, then they aren’t worth shit.”

“Wait till you get a taste of the death adder. We’ll see if your talk is so tough then!”

Python’s face twisted into an expression of savage rage. He raised his hands, and the snakes responded, laying siege to the outsider. They charged at him like a poisonous wave.

A flash of gold darted into view. At some point, Oddball had swollen to a formidable size! It snapped up one of the snakes with its dagger-like beak and swallowed it down before everyone’s eyes. It whipped its tail and struggled, and though its scales were as tough as steel, it couldn’t save itself from Oddball’s gullet.

Was that it? Python’s serpent had been so easily devoured? The rest of its copies meant nothing and were no longer a threat.

Cloudhawk didn’t wait for his foe to react. He dashed forward, crossing the dozen or so meters between them in a moment. He came to a stop inches before the scoundrel, pinning him with a hard gaze.

Python had never seen eyes like them.

They were like dual pits whose bottoms he couldn’t find. There was no emotion or lethal intent in them. He felt like an ant staring into the eyes of a lion. He was so beneath this man’s attention that he might as well not exist. All at once, he realized how stupid he’d been.

This was the most terrifying person he’d ever met in his life.

Python didn’t have time to say anything, though. Cloudhawk’s hand shot out before he could open his mouth.

The full-arm slap caught him right on the chin. Python’s head spun seven hundred and twenty degrees. His neck twisted up like a screw, and every vertebra snapped into pieces. No one could survive an injury of this severity.

How? How could a guy that looked like him be so strong? And why? Didn’t he know there were entire organizations supporting every Chosen? Python in particular was backed by the frightening Red Banner. He just eliminated an expensive asset, an act that definitely would demand a response.

Cloudhawk didn’t give a rat’s ass about benefactors and power struggles.

He was far different from the Cloudhawk of old. Getting to where he was today, he didn’t do it by being a good man. If these assholes were going to treat him this way, then he had no reason to go easy. If Red Banner wanted to come knocking, then let them come. Cloudhawk figured such a piddling outfit wouldn’t have anyone that could cause him trouble.

Anyway, the Khan of Evernight was lurking somewhere if he bit off more than he could chew. He’d show up if there was any trouble. He could count on that because he himself was a big asset to Nox. The Khan was here to protect Judas’s investment.

When Summer returned to the family home, he told his sister and grandfather the whole story. It was a shock to the whole company. It was as surprising as it was disheartening that Python would turn on his former employers after only six months. Just as shocking, the arrogant Chosen had been absolutely obliterated by one man who no one knew.

Craig’s face was full of worry. “You may have dealt with Python, but that will only mean more trouble. Red Banner doesn’t tolerate any challenges. Python was a new asset, but he was an asset nonetheless. They won’t sit idly by in the face of such an insult.”

As if on cue, a company man rushed in and delivered news: Four Red Banner Standard Bearers had delivered an invitation for tea, to be shared by the leadership of the Summer-Autumn Company and Red Banner.

Who were these Standard Bearers? Only the most powerful members of their organization! They were on an entirely different level from Python. They were among the top ten most dangerous Chosen in Redleaf. How was Summer-Autumn supposed to stand up to that?

When the junior members of the company heard the news, they began to lose their minds with fear. A handful renounced their relationship with the company on the spot to avoid getting involved.

Craig couldn’t believe this was happening. He didn’t know what to do.

During the turmoil, Autumn approached Cloudhawk and confronted him frankly. “I was wrong about you. Thank you for saving Summer, but none of this is your business. You should go before you get involved any further. Red Banner is strong, too strong for one man.”

She paused and stretched out her hand, which held a heavy purse. “This is a thank-you gift. Our company is small, so it isn’t much. Leave as soon as you can.”

It took Cloudhawk by surprise. “If I go, what will you do?”

Autumn frowned. “It feels like things are beginning to fall into place. Worst-case scenario, Summer-Autumn Company will be disbanded.”

Cloudhawk smirked. “Something tells me they won’t be happy with just that.”

She felt the fear worm up inside her.

Cloudhawk didn’t cause this problem, but these people did save him from the ruins. Besides, he needed a way to get to Imperia, and a local power was the best way to do that.

“I’ll keep that appointment tomorrow.”

With that, Cloudhawk turned and walked away.


74 / Negotiations


Cloudhawk was struck by a fundamental truth: be it in Skycloud, this fallen kingdom, or the vast wastelands, humans were similar everywhere they existed. In even the most beautiful places, there were liars, cheaters, greed, and violence. Man stood for himself, even in the face of condemnation. The idea of a pure utopia was a pipe dream. Such a place could not exist if man lived there. Where there was light, there always existed darkness.

However, it was obvious that one’s environment affected them deeply. With the right cultivation, even those dark habits with the deepest roots could be dug out. Faith, the rule of law, military force, culture, and morality were all ways to impose constraints on the inherent wild nature of humans.

Cloudhawk understood that. It’s why he established Greenland, to search for an unrealistic ideal. It was better to try and fail to create one than to leave mankind to wallow in squalor. The pursuit of this ideal inspired Cloudhawk to keep seeking his purpose in life, to look for happiness where there was none. It was the first time in his life he was really committed to doing something well.

There came a moment in everyone’s life when they woke up, when the life they led up to that point became insufferably boring and the thirst for change arose. They began to hope for something to devote their lives to, a cause that became everything to them. Cloudhawk had grown up simple, ignorant, pure. Life propelled him along a tempestuous current where he experienced corruption, confusion, and reckless disregard. Through it, he discovered what it was he wanted. He saw it begin to be realized in Greenland, and with every new change the city underwent, Cloudhawk felt a sort of joy and satisfaction he’d never known before.

He desperately wanted to go back. He wanted to return to his home, his friends. He couldn’t die out here in the cold, alone. It didn’t matter if Judas was using him. It didn’t matter that the Khan was scheming. He needed to survive, get the blood of the Demon King, and control that enormous power. When he returned to his people, he would do it as a new man, reborn more powerful than ever before!

And the disaster Cloudhawk might bring to the kingdom? Not worth worrying about, at least not right now. He would deal with that problem when he got to it. Everyone kept telling him that the Silver Kingdom was protected by powerful people and enchantments, so powerful that even the demon elder couldn’t overcome them.

He had to find a way to insert himself into the locals and find a legitimate way to enter Imperia. He was confident that once he was inside, he would have no trouble retrieving the Demon King’s blood.

For himself and for the people who took him in, Cloudhawk decided to stick around for a little while.
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The next day.

Redleaf Tea House. It was practically empty in and around the facility but for a cadre of burly men who stood before the doors like a human shield.

In contrast, there were only three representatives from the Summer-Autumn Company. They were the siblings, Summer and Autumn, and Cloudhawk, who looked very foreign and out of place. As they approached the towering men, Summer felt a lump of fear creep into his throat, and his legs trembled.

Red Banner was not an organization to mess with. What an overbearing presence it had! The four emissaries had the sort of strength that shook the foundations of the city.

Summer had only had a handful of years on this earth. He’d never met people like this. He didn’t know what to expect once they walked inside. What could he do? What? Why did this have to happen!? He felt so afraid and helpless.

Summer’s eyes darted to his sister’s stoic expression, then to Cloudhawk’s calm one. He felt shame rise up from within.

He was always talking about what a man should do, but at the end of the day, he was the one who was almost too scared to move. Could he expect to face frightening monsters and daring challenges like this? If he was so frightened, could he make his living wandering the land and chasing his dream?

Autumn felt all the fear too, but she kept it bottled up tight. They were about to face the biggest threat to them since their small company’s inception.

If Red Banner wanted to crush them, they could, as easily as crushing an ant beneath their boot heel. She was painfully aware that all her hopes had been pinned on a man she knew nothing about.

She even questioned whether Cloudhawk was genuine in his offer to help…

He had killed Python easily. That at least proved that he had some strength. But Python was second-tier among Red Banner’s Chosen. He didn’t even rank among their top ten. Did Cloudhawk have the ability to protect them from Red Banner’s four emissaries? Each of them individually was a big name in this area.

Cloudhawk approached the large men. He regarded them calmly and with little interest, as though they were hardly more than air.

As he neared, the thugs sought to call him to a halt, but a faint and sinister light flickered to life in his eyes that flooded them with an undeniable will. They were frozen stiff, too terrified to move. Thus, they stood there as though made of wood while Cloudhawk led the two siblings inside.

Only one of the many tables in the establishment was occupied. Cloudhawk took a seat opposite his hosts without asking permission. “You lot are from Red Banner or whatever it’s called?”

“You are the outsider who killed Python?” The first to speak was an older man with a raspy, captivating voice who sat directly opposite Cloudhawk. The gray in his hair marked him as fifty to sixty years old. He was wrapped in an elegant vest with swirling patterns of white and yellow. Draped around his shoulders was a luxurious mantle of deep red, stitched with leaf patterns.

Four men stood on either side of this elder. One was tall, one was short, one was fat, and one was thin.

Outwardly, they were very different, but there was a uniformity to them, which was the stifling aura that they all exuded. By Cloudhawk’s estimation, they were equivalent to standard demon hunters.

Not bad, but hardly elite material. His own people – Claudia and Barb for example – could beat them to a pulp without much effort. All in all, he was a little disappointed. It was too easy.

Summer and Autumn remained standing behind Cloudhawk. That was the measure of their confrontation, one that was dramatically tilted in one side’s favor. So vast was the difference that Red Banner’s emissaries couldn’t even sense how far out of their depth they were.

“This is the president of Red Banner, Elder Beck Roth. He is one of the most important men in Redleaf.” Summer was stunned at Cloudhawk’s lack of decorum. The latter had sat before a man like this without waiting for permission. He gave his new friend whispered introductions. “The men with him are Red Banner’s strongest emissaries. They’re all famous here for their strength. Be careful. They aren’t pushovers.”

“President Roth, we’ve come here today to negotiate with Red Banner.” Autumn took the initiative. “In regards to the matter with Python, we are prepared to admit some fault, but Python instigated the conflict. Our company is prepared to offer reparations as long as we -”

“The nerve!” The skinny emissary glared at Cloudhawk with incredulous eyes, completely ignoring Autumn. “Did the president tell you to sit? Who the hell do you think you are? You think you deserve to sit with Mr. Roth?”

He and his three companions glared disdainfully at the raggedy outsider. However, Beck waved a hand, and the motion alone was enough to silence his subordinates.

Cloudhawk could sense that the company’s president was also a demon hunter – called Chosen out here, he supposed. He was weaker than the other four, but they listened to him with deference. Obviously, he knew how to command people.

Beck Roth spoke. “I can see you’re young. Not from around here. In fact, I have contacts in several of the nearby cities, and I’ve never heard of a man like you from any of them.”

Cloudhawk offered an unenthusiastic response, “Where I’m from is not important. What is… is how we plan to settle this matter. Talk or fight, get to the point. I don’t want to waste too much time here.”

The skinny one’s face darkened considerably. “You worthless nobody with no backing, what makes you so confident that you can stomp around Redleaf like you own the place? What gives you the right to speak to Mr. Roth like that?!”

Summer and Autumn were equally stunned. Cloudhawk, however, looked almost bored. Did he really not fear these men at all?

For a stranger, he really was bold, but whether it was arrogance or madness, it really didn’t matter. Whatever the root of his attitude, it did not reflect well for the Summer-Autumn Company. If he continued to antagonize Red Banner, would their small business ever know another day of peace? This was their home, and he was burning bridges!

A small smile remained on Beck’s face, but the lines at the corners of his eyes had deepened, and a dangerous glint shone within. Red Banner’s president was a man who earned his station, certainly. Even though Cloudhawk was a nobody in this town, Beck did not underestimate him.

“You have slain a man in Red Banner’s service, a Chosen of the Silver Kingdom. Whether with regards to my company saving face or the laws of our nation, this is not a matter to be taken lightly. So I imagine you understand why this needs to be addressed today.”

Cloudhawk’s face remained unchanged. “On with it then.”

“I can see you are a confident man. Perhaps there is something to you we are not seeing, but I wonder if you’ve considered how this will reflect on your friends. They live here, but are you willing to protect them for the rest of your life? This town belongs to Red Banner, and here we have no less than a hundred ways to dismantle Summer-Autumn Company and take every asset they have.”

“This is how you choose to threaten me?” Cloudhawk’s gaze became a few degrees colder but then returned to normal. He continued to speak as though he hardly cared. “It doesn’t matter because I will make sure your Red Banner is wiped from the face of the earth before you can cause any more trouble.”

When the words left his lips, the faces around the table changed. This was a direct provocation of Redleaf’s eminent merchant company!

Summer and Autumn were so shocked by his claim that the color drained from their faces. He had gone too far! Did he not understand he was asking for death?

In the face of such naked threats, even Beck found it difficult to keep his composure. The time for talk was over. He motioned with his hand, and it was all the excuse the skinny man needed to shut this fool’s mouth permanently.

Cloudhawk looked genuinely surprised. “Just him?”

“You have a very inflated view of your capabilities,” Beck rasped at him. “He is the weakest of Red Banner’s four Standard Bearers. Word is you are a capable beastmaster. As it happens, so is he. If you can best him, then maybe we will have more to say. Do you consent?”

Perched on the skinny man’s shoulder was a bird that looked something like a condor. It was a divine beast, the relic he used to fight. Cloudhawk shook his head in a sign of utter disregard.

If he didn’t need to find some way into Imperia, he wouldn’t have even bothered with these fools. After all, bullying rarely won anything of worth, and it wasn’t in Cloudhawk’s nature.

“Hmph, you think you beat Python and suddenly you’re undefeatable?” Instead of the fear he was hoping for, the skinny man saw contempt and disregard in Cloudhawk’s response. He would suffer it no longer. “Today, you’ll see what a real Chosen is like!”

He said nothing further, summoning the power of his will.

His condor took to the air with gleaming eyes. Strange black mist poured off its body as it took flight, quick as lightning. Suddenly, it took a ninety-degree turn and dashed towards its target with dagger-like talons.

The momentum was enough to cause the ground beneath it to crack as it passed overhead. Such power! This man was head and shoulders above the likes of Python.

Summer and Autumn felt hopelessness creep into their hearts, almost enough to make them throw themselves to the ground in terror. They were sure tragedy would come – after all, he was but one Red Banner Standard Bearer, the weakest of the emissaries!

Cloudhawk remained seated and didn’t move a muscle. One hand was wrapped around a steaming tea cup as though he didn’t even notice the bird.

A primary difference between this failed Elysian land and Skycloud was the prevalence of divine beasts, but that was the only advantage this place had. Comparing average strength, as far as Cloudhawk had seen, this place was greatly lacking.

The pudgy bird on Cloudhawk’s shoulder burst into action.

Cloudhawk’s fist-sized companion leaped up, and its relatively tiny wings kept it aloft. It looked like a little balloon, especially as it suddenly swelled to ten times its normal size. The two divine beasts were now about equally big.

Bang!

Both sets of talons collided. It sounded like metal grinding on metal, or swords clashing mid-battle.

Sparks filled the air, and their violent confrontation filled the tea house. The orderly establishment was quickly ruined. If the fight continued any longer, there would be little left.

“That’s all you got? Let me show you something!”

The skinny man cackled as he poured more mental energy into his creature. From beneath the condor’s feathers spouted tongues of black flame until the whole bird was aflame. The unassuming condor was now a sinister black phoenix.

The fires hugged close to the beast like armor. There was no heat, but the power in it was unmistakable. Anything that came into contact with it would suffer a devastating blow. This transformation increased the destructive force of this divine beast considerably.

Oddball beat its tiny wings. Dozens of golden spine-like feathers shot at its opponent.

They streaked through the air like shooting stars, as sharp as daggers and just as deadly. Not only were they flung out with the force of high-caliber bullets, but they were all also surprisingly precise. They fluttered out and converged on the black condor. However, the black fire devoured them before they could cause any harm.

The skinny man’s voice was filled with pride. “Your lowly bird is no match for my Blackfire Condor! Die!”

It was the condor’s turn to beat its wings, causing gouts of flame to jettison forth. They drilled through the air towards Oddball.

The power of blackfire was something the others had seen before. Could this skinny golden bird withstand such an attack?

Summer and Autumn watched, their eyes wide and filled with fear. It was the first time they’d ever seen a fight like this. Was this what all beastmaster battles were like?

Oddball didn’t panic as the waves of blackfire approached. Its beak opened, and from its maw shot a bolt of golden energy that split the darkness. The two opposing powers battled for an instant before the resulting explosion sent motes of light cascading through the tea house. It appeared to have ended in a draw.

Oddball dashed forward, quickly breaking the sound barrier. Its beak slammed into the condor, piercing through flesh and feathers. A shrill cry of pain answered and was silenced when the condor slammed through a distant wall. Outside in the street, it hit the ground hard enough to dig a trench several meters deep.

The Standard Bearer howled in outrage. “No!”

Oddball fluttered back over to Cloudhawk and plopped onto his shoulder in a fashion that could be described as self-satisfied. By the time it was situated, the bird was back to its tiny, original state. Its beady bird eyes looked at the skinny man with… was that scorn?

This piddling little creature had defeated his condor? It’d done it without Cloudhawk’s aid as well. The brief fight was fought using nothing but its own power, and Oddball had still easily defeated the man’s so-called Blackfire Condor.

The others stared at Cloudhawk and his small companion in disbelief. It was unthinkable that the tiny bird could command such strength. This was definitely not your normal divine beast. It was a lot more than it appeared.

Cloudhawk, of course, was not surprised in the least. He’d raised his golden friend for years. They traveled together to Woodland Vale, to other worlds. It’d munched on eboncrys and hunted demon hunter spirits. If a lousy matchstick like that condor could defeat it, then Cloudhawk was a shitty owner.

The skinny man’s face was as dark as a thunderhead. His three companions could hardly hold themselves back.

“Alright.” Cloudhawk rose to his feet. A faint flicker of scarlet danced in the depths of his eyes. “It’s too much of a pain in the ass to deal with you one by one. All four of you, let’s go.”


75 / Chosen Council


What utter pretentiousness!

Red Banner’s four Standard Bearers were the best of Redleaf! No one in the city had the ability much less the gall to challenge them!

The four men were worshiped – adored! At least in this city, they were the very best around. How could they stomach such disrespect from some nameless outsider?

The leader of the Standard Bearers fixed Cloudhawk with threatening eyes. “Kid, you’re way too uppity for your own good. Do you really think you can fight the four of us together?”

He was the tall, burly one and was the strongest of his companions. Cloudhawk figured his strength was about equivalent to his classmates back in Hell’s Valley – and not one of the good ones either. The average ones. After a year of honing, they had all surpassed someone of his level.

“Why are you wasting your time talking to him, Big Brother? If he wants to die, then let’s send him on his way!” The second Standard Bearer didn’t quite reach five feet in height. As he spoke, long black claws extended from his fingers. “I want to see if he’s got the talent to block my Cerberus Claw!”

The third Standard Bearer was the one on the heavier side. He was also a capable beastmaster, commanding a black lizard with purple stripes. Its two scaly cheeks were puffed out with faint sparks of electricity dancing around it. This was a famed thunderlizard, much stronger than the fourth Standard Bearer and his pet. As Beck had said, the fourth member of their group was clearly the weakest.

Any one of the other three could handily beat the fourth Standard Bearer in single combat. Their leader was especially superior as he not only had a mighty divine beast but also used relics. He was one of the three most powerful men in the city, and everyone knew who he was.

Cloudhawk had succeeded in thoroughly pissing them off. Four Standard Bearers together… was there anyone in the city or anywhere else who could survive against such a force?

However, Cloudhawk was quite pleased. Fighting one after another would be tedious. He raised his right hand and waved, summoning a wreath of green fire. Orbs of sickly green light hung in the air around him, each one about the size of a fist. The unsettling display was made all the stranger as the fires created no warmth.

The Standard Bearers were ready with their attacks. Cloudhawk was prepared to answer with Castigation Fire.

Beck spoke up, his voice soft but commanding. “Did I say you four can attack? Do you have such little respect for me?”

His words caught them by surprise. They immediately backed off from their threatening postures, though they were far from pleased in having to.

Beck turned his attention to Cloudhawk and looked him over, at the fires that danced around him like fireflies. The unnatural green light set his tattered garb and dirty bandages in stark shadows. He looked like a creature that had clawed itself out of the grave. Everything about him oozed danger.

Now, he could feel it. This man will kill them all.

Beck wasn’t the most powerful man in a fight, but he hadn’t climbed his way to the top of regional power by being clueless. He had a keen eye for ability, and there were few in his many years he couldn’t see straight through. The man before him was one of them.

Just like the weird, ghostly fires that surrounded him. They didn’t look like they were all that dangerous…

But Beck had a good sense for things. Something told him that any contact with the fire – even the slightest touch – would result in absolute destruction. No way to escape. The stifling danger was all around, so President Roth made the executive decision to stop this conflict now before it got worse. How strong this stranger was precisely, he couldn’t say. But in defeating the fourth Standard Bearer, he proved he was strong enough.

He could not venture to guess how Red Banner would suffer if he put all its resources into destroying this man. Losing more men or having key members of his organization injured, just to save face and vindicate the loss of a subpar Chosen, was not a wise business decision.

“Please, sit.”

Cloudhawk didn’t expect the old man to remain so calm. However, his cronies were backing down, so it wouldn’t do Cloudhawk any good to keep pressing the fight. Anyway, killing a few scrubs wasn’t going to make him feel good about himself. The motes of Castigation Fire were allowed to fade away, and he did as requested. Might as well hear what else this old man had to say.

They sat now at the only table in the tea house that remained whole. Cloudhawk and the fourth Standard Bearer had managed to destroy almost everything else.

“Obviously, you are no ordinary man. This has all been a misunderstanding.” Beck took a sip of his tea. “Python was nothing of consequence. He was greedy, lascivious, arrogant… he was a member of my organization for less than six months before revealing himself as the sort who bites the hand that feeds him. He attempted to strike at his former employer, and that is precisely the sort of person I loathe. Red Banner would never debase itself by associating further with a man like him.”

The Standard Bearers glowered as they listened. Summer and Autumn looked as though they could hardly believe what they were hearing. The president of Red Banner Company had changed his tone in a hurry. They were even less sure about what would happen next.

“However, Red Banner cannot shut its eyes to the murder of a Chosen who came to us for refuge. We have our reputation to consider. This may cause other Chosen to hesitate when considering us for employment in the future.”

Cloudhawk snorted. “So? What’s the deal?”

Autumn chimed in, “As I said, our company is willing to provide compensation.”

“Compensation? For a slain Chosen and to repair Red Banner’s reputation, I’m afraid the Summer-Autumn Company doesn’t have the means to make us whole.” Beck paused for a moment. “I have a better suggestion.”

Cloudhawk kept a straight face. He wanted to know what nonsense the old man would come up with.

President Roth slowly pushed his cup of tea towards Cloudhawk. “Red Banner would sincerely like to offer you an invitation to join our company.”

He raised a brow. “What’s this?”

“You are a rare talent. If you join my organization you would be worth ten Pythons. I agree to pursue no further action against the Summer-Autumn Company and will even offer them assistance. So long as Red Banner exists in this city, they will never struggle. I can also promise that you will be treated well and provided everything you need in my company to grow in your profession. This would benefit all parties.”

Summer and Autumn hadn’t expected the offer. This was a fierce and powerful magnate, and the only reason he was willing to forgive Cloudhawk’s transgressions was because of what Cloudhawk was capable of.

Yet, what room was there in a small temple for a dragon of his size? Beck could be ten times the business genius and his organization would still be crushed like insects before the likes of Nox.

Cloudhawk was silent.

Beck took it as a sign he was considering the offer. “Right, it might also be worth mentioning that the Chosen Council is being held in a few days. I should think a man of your abilities would be a fine representative for our organization.”

The Chosen Council. As the name implied, it was a meeting of the realm’s Chosen. Every organization in each of the kingdom’s cities sent someone to represent them. These representatives then competed. The winner would earn great renown for their organization. It earned them the opportunity to enter Imperia and pay tribute to the king. Such Councils occurred once every three years, so it appeared Cloudhawk had shown up just in time.

“You should know that the threshold to enter the Redleaf competition is quite high. The Summer-Autumn Company simply doesn’t have the resources to put forward their name. However, if you agree to join Red Banner as one of our Chosen, I can ensure you get a spot.”

Cloudhawk hadn’t thought there would be a “threshold” that needed to be reached to pay tribute to a king, but perhaps the old man was right. The Summer-Autumn Company was such a small outfit that they didn’t seem the sort to be worth a king’s attention.

Beck continued, “The importance of the Chosen Council to Chosen such as you is self-evident. Winning conveys fame, fortune, and an opportunity to present yourself before our king. Appreciation and rewards from our monarch would be laid at your feet. With luck, you may even be chosen to be an Imperial Bodyguard – the dream of every Chosen. Such a pity I never reached such heights.”

Cloudhawk did need to get into Imperia. However, he still wasn’t willing to give in to the old man’s conditions. For one thing, Cloudhawk would not submit to working for Beck in any capacity. The geezer was barely worth his attention.

He wasn’t interested in putting down any roots here or leaving behind any loose ends. He only agreed to help the Summer-Autumn Company because its old patriarch had pulled him out of the ruins. Once he dealt with this situation, he would consider the favor repaid and that would be that.

This wasn’t Cloudhawk’s world. He wanted to get back home as soon as possible.

Beck had fallen silent, waiting for Cloudhawk’s response.

If Red Banner were to offer such a generous incentive, only to have the hand slapped away… could Cloudhawk really promise his charges safety forever? How was he supposed to make sure they stayed safe?

Slap!

Cloudhawk banged something onto the table between them. Beck looked down to see a fist-sized crystal.

Cloudhawk got to the point. “I’m sure this will compensate you for your loss.” He pulled back to show the black crystal in its entirety, fully the size of a man’s fist. When it was revealed to everyone’s eyes, even Beck stared in astonishment.

Eboncrys? A huge piece of eboncrys! What a treasure!

If such a tribute were given to the king, it would please him greatly. He might even reward them with a relic.

Summer and Autumn also knew what something like that was worth. Incredible to think he’d been hiding that all this time! Or that he would simply give it to Beck to pay off their debt.

Beck did not reach for the eboncrys right away. He looked at Cloudhawk with a slight frown. “Don’t you wish to consider the offer, young man?”

“I’ll represent Red Banner in the Council,” he answered, “but I do not work for you.”

Represent Red Banner? But not join… so he would essentially be working for my organization for free. What was he after? Beck Roth mulled it over.

How much eboncrys was this man hiding on his person? Was he using Red Banner as a way to get into Imperia so that he could offer tribute to the king in his own name? It wouldn’t be the first time such a thing had happened.

No matter. Beck was not opposed. He understood that Cloudhawk had no interest in joining Red Banner, but if he would agree to help them, then the president had no opinion on the matter. After all, their opponents were only getting stronger, and with Cloudhawk in his corner, it increased their chance of winning.

As for whether he was hiding any more treasures? It didn’t matter! He’d use Cloudhawk against the Seven Leaf Company first, then see what happened.

“In that case, there is an agreement for you to sign.”

With the matter settled, Cloudhawk led Summer and Autumn from the tea house.

The Standard Bearers watched him go with sour expressions. It was humiliating, like being forced to swallow an insect in one’s food. They could not grasp why their employer would agree to this nonsense.

After Cloudhawk left, Beck’s face returned to its uninviting, frigid norm. “I cannot be certain of his strength, but he is at least as strong as I am. You four might have beaten him but not without suffering for it. Soon, we will be in open conflict with the Seven Leaf. We can’t afford any missteps at this juncture.”

The four now understood why he had stopped them. The Council was nearly upon them, and if they lost their chance to pay tribute to the king because of injury over such a piddling conflict, it would be a terrible waste.

In Redleaf, there were two large merchant groups: Red Banner and Seven Leaf.

Seven Leaf was a powerful outfit. Where Red Banner had a core of four Standard Bearers, Seven Leaf had seven elite warriors. They put enormous pressure on Red Banner, but with the wild card Cloudhawk in the mix, it at least saved Beck the need to risk his own men. Who knows, he might even improve their chances.

Late at night, Cloudhawk was alone in his dark room. He hadn’t turned on the light and instead simply sat there in silence. In his hands was a very plain-looking metal mask. His calloused fingers were tracing the lines on it.

The mask of a thousand faces, a gift from Selene. The feel of the mask’s rough surface brought back old memories.

Selene’s uniquely beautiful face swam through his mind. Every time he looked at the mask, he remembered the old times. No matter how important or glorious or sad, everything slipped into the past, Experienced once, then gone forever, transformed into a dead picture fuzzy in the mind’s eye.

He sighed, set the mask aside, and muttered, “You’re here, so just come on out.”

A piece of the shadow separated, creating an inky silhouette in the darkness. The blinking red eyes came to life, fixed on Cloudhawk with no emotion or any other indication at all. They flicked towards the mask. “That is a very special item.”

“Of course.” Cloudhawk was dismissive. “It was a gift from someone very special to me.”

“I believe you must be very special to her as well.” There was something more behind the Khan’s typically flat voice. “You carry this mask but do not know what it is really capable of.”

“Capable of?”

The claim wasn’t strange, but what did surprise him was that the Khan seemed to know about this item.

“It is, in fact, a powerful defensive relic. In former years, when under mental assault, it can protect the bearer with a psychic fortress that counteracts such attacks. So long as your strength remains, in theory, you are protected from any psychic damage.”

“How do you know about this mask?” Cloudhawk frowned at the cyborg. “And why are you telling me?”

He answered without any change in his robotic tone. “Because you will find it handy in the future.”


76 / Different Worlds


The next morning…

Old Vista and his grandchildren approached Cloudhawk’s small apartment. Craig stood in front of the doorway, his eyes filled with appreciation.

Never would he have dreamed that dragging a stranger from the forbidden area would result in their being able to get rid of Python and stand up to Red Banner. Cloudhawk had even helped them reach a very favorable agreement with Beck Roth.

He had been a real unforeseen blessing. Not only would Red Banner stop harassing their small company, but thanks to Cloudhawk’s intervention, they would actually bring Summer-Autumn under their wing. Craig and his family no longer had to walk on eggshells around Chosen and endure their insults.

Cloudhawk did what he did to thank them for saving his life. But today, they were here to thank him.

Summer knocked on the door frame and called out. After a few moments, there was still no response. Was Cloudhawk not here? Craig nodded at his two young charges, and Autumn pushed the door open. Inside, they spied a figure.

“Master Cloudhawk, you -”

He wasn’t wearing his cloak, so for the first time, they saw him wrapped tightly in his bandages.

Autumn saw that they were stained with spots of blood that sometimes seeped from underneath. He was seated quietly on the bed, drenched in sweat, clearly suffering.

Was he hurt? Or did he have some terrible illness?

Obviously, whatever his condition, he was clearly in bad shape.

Indeed, things were not going well. From the moment he’d woken from his coma, Cloudhawk had felt like there were a million ants gnawing holes in his bones. The pain drilled through every part of his body, coming in waves or jolts. He felt like he was on the verge of collapsing.

Besides the various medicines from Nox, the only thing keeping Cloudhawk on his feet was the virus he’d contracted years ago. Trespasser was able to maintain some semblance of balance in his frayed nerves and keep his organs going. Without it, he’d be a corpse already.

Judas said he had a year at best. It didn’t feel like it.

The demon wasn’t necessarily wrong. Cloudhawk would get progressively weaker over the course of a year, but after six months, he would be bedridden. In other words, his time was very short.

Autumn saw how terrible his condition was and that he had lost touch with the outside world. She hesitated for a long time before gathering the courage to tiptoe closer. Stretching out a hand, she tried to press it to his forehead.

Cloudhawk sensed a presence drawing closer. Suddenly alert, his eyes shot open. His dark pupils took on a dull gold hue, and a fire burned deep inside. The young girl saw her visage reflected in the flames and knew that she could be consumed by them at this man’s whim.

“Ah!” Autumn stumbled backward in fear. Every hair on her body stood on end. She’d never felt anything like that sensation before.

It was like peering into the eyes of some divine creature; grim, regal, and unassailable. It made her feel as small and insignificant as an insect.

She had caught him with his guard down, so he was unable to hide what was within him. The full extent of his terrible power was revealed to her.

He was utterly different from this girl. Cruel ruins and blasted landscapes were his bedding growing up, not the snow-blanketed land of a fallen god. From his very first memory, life was a series of struggles, violence, blood, and death. He was like them, a beast down to his bones.

Over the last five years, Cloudhawk had experienced incredible things.

He met gods and demons, trained with a secret army, commanded one of his own, fought Master Demon Hunters, became a leader of the wilds, and dropped a mountain on a fortress. The power he’d wielded and the adventures he’d gone on were more than most could even imagine.

At first, Autumn was skeptical that he fought that dracobat. But in that instant, she understood that he was ten times more dangerous than the most terrible divine beast. He was a monster who crawled here through a mountain of corpses. So how could he have been so badly injured?

“What happened?”

Craig and Summer had heard her yell and rushed into the room. They saw her on the floor with her face pale from fear like she’d seen her own death. Even Autumn couldn’t believe she could feel so afraid just by looking into someone’s eyes.

Cloudhawk quickly composed himself. He rose and slipped on his cloak. “What do you need?”

He surreptitiously reached out with his senses. The Khan of Evernight was not here. Where was he hiding? Always such a mysterious character, appearing and disappearing like a shadow. Cloudhawk didn’t know how he did it, but he didn’t feel like wasting the mental energy to try and find out. He only had a year left, and there were already a thousand problems for him to mull over. That was enough to keep him busy.

“I’m fine!” Autumn scrambled to her feet but felt that her legs were weak and shaking. She answered Cloudhawk’s query. “We came to thank you.”

Craig called to a group of people outside the door, who ushered something inside. Cloudhawk was presented with several large boxes.

“Take a look, brother. These treasures have been in our family for a long time. I know it probably doesn’t mean much to you, but they’re the pride of our company.”

The boxes were opened. Inside were piles of scrap metal. Judging by their style and composition, these were very, very old. Definitely not from Redleaf.

“These are fragments we pulled out of the forbidden area and brought home.” Craig approached Cloudhawk with a look of deep appreciation. He even hunched over a few inches to make himself lower. “Our company is small and our abilities are limited. We don’t have much of exceptional quality, but these items are at least enough to serve as a fitting tribute to the king.”

Cloudhawk’s response was unexpected. “Your king wants this stuff?”

The members of the Summer-Autumn Company shuffled awkwardly. Cloudhawk was clearly not impressed with their offering.

Craig sputtered an answer. “I know what we gathered isn’t the most impressive, but it has reached the threshold of what is considered a tribute. If you present this to the king, you will surely be rewarded. Perhaps he may gift us a couple of relics or a divine beast.”

That caught Cloudhawk’s attention. He thought it strange that all these cities were fighting so hard to be allowed to pay the king tribute. Now he understood. Citizens of the Silver Kingdom gathered their items and presented them to the king because he had some special power. An ability to fix the broken relics they dug out of the old ruins.

The king saw these tributes as precious raw materials. With crates of this stuff delivered to him regularly, he never ran out of what he needed to build relics. In the end, he gave some back to make his people more appreciative and motivated.

This really was an interesting place. Regular folk provided for Chosen, and cities provided for their king. It was like a pyramid scheme.

He had to admit he was intrigued. Everything he saw in these boxes was utterly destroyed. He had some experience building relics himself, even having created some. But from what he could gather of this junk, there wasn’t a single recoverable object in the batch. That had to mean this king had a much deeper understanding of relic repair and construction than he did. If that was true, the Silver Kingdom’s monarch had the ability to outfit his own demon hunter army.

“I don’t need any of this.”

Cloudhawk refused the Summer-Autumn Company’s gift. As far as he was concerned, they were square. He didn’t want to feel indebted.

As for getting into Imperia? If he really wanted to appear before the king, all he had to do was pull out the collection of relics he had stored in his dimensional warehouse. There were things in there he’d collected from all over, even other worlds. It was a far better sight than this garbage.

Craig Vista was filled with regret. He recognized that Cloudhawk saw it as merely so much rubbish. It had been his final gambit to try and entice Cloudhawk to stay and serve as their Chosen. Judging by his expression, however, it was clear he had not succeeded.

It wasn’t unexpected. If not even Red Banner could lure him in, what hope did their small company have? Sorry though he was, Craig understood. When he spoke, there was no hint of disappointment in his tone. “Are you really going to represent Red Banner in the Council?”

Cloudhawk nodded. “I need to get into Imperia.”

“You hope to stay there.” Craig nodded, convinced of his interpretation. “But listen to these words from an old man. You must be very careful during this contest. Red Banner’s nemesis, Seven Leaf, is a dangerous and underhanded sort. The last two years have seen them grow in strength. This year’s Council is sure to see violent clashes.”

“Seven Leaf? What about them, are they stronger than Red Banner?”

“The two are Redleaf’s most influential groups. Red Banner has been rising in prominence for the last twenty years, but Seven Leaf has been around for at least a hundred. Red Banner is on track to catch up, but so far, they still cannot match up to Seven Leaf.” At this point, Craig heaved a sigh. Organizations like these were so far above the dreams of his tiny outfit. “As the name implies, Seven Leaf has seven powerful Chosen in their employ who they call Venerated. Even Red Banner’s Standard Bearers have perhaps a thirty percent chance of winning against one of the Venerated. I’m sure Beck saw your strength and decided you would be a fine representative.”

A group comparable to Red Banner. Was that supposed to pass as powerful around here? Cloudhawk couldn’t help but smirk. “Save your concern for the Venerated.”

Craig and his grandchildren left without accomplishing what they’d hoped. They took their crates and departed. As they did, Summer’s young face was full of adulation.

“Cloudhawk is so relaxed!” he said excitedly. “We showed him crates of great finds, and he was completely uninterested.”

Craig shook his head. Why hadn’t Cloudhawk been impressed? Because to him, it was so much garbage.

“One day, I’ll be just like him!”

Autumn cut him off. “Summer, you should stay far away from him.”

This earned a sour look from her brother. “Why are you still so distrusting of Brother Cloudhawk? After all he’s done for us, you act like he’s a threat. His strength and character are obvious to everyone except you. Why stop me!?”

Autumn stopped and fixed Summer with a solemn look. “Because we come from completely different worlds.”

Craig regarded his young granddaughter. “What do you mean?”

“To us, he might as well be from another reality. The place he came from is so far beyond ours. It was good he didn’t accept our offering because he can’t stay here. He wouldn’t help us by working with our Summer-Autumn Company. He would destroy us.” Autumn turned back to her younger brother. “Remember, the closer you get to the sun, the more likely you are to get burned. If you want to live a happy life, you stay away from him.”

Craig had never heard Autumn speak like this, nor had he ever heard her regard anyone in such a fashion. Craig knew better than anyone that Autumn had a sharp eye. If that’s what she thought of Cloudhawk, then there was no doubt in his mind that he was just as dangerous as she claimed.

Summer opened his mouth to protest, but Craig stopped him. “Listen to your sister.”

Two weeks later…

Cloudhawk had spent most of his time preparing in his room. He’d remained behind a closed door while turbulent currents ran through Redleaf.

The next Chosen Council would soon begin.

It would determine who had the right to present themselves before the king. Although as many as six companies sent their champions, only Red Banner and Seven Leaf were expected to rise to the top.

The two companies were used to conflict, and now theirs was finally going to be public. To the rest of the city, it was going to be a fine spectacle.


77 / Chosen Council


The Chosen Council wasn’t held at any set time. Sometimes, it was every two years, sometimes three. It all came down to when the king demanded it be held. When Imperia announced that a Council was to be held, the various cities of the kingdom complied. What followed was a kingdom-wide celebration.

Chosen participated with the hopes of seeing their prestige rise. They all dreamed of basking in the king’s appreciation and maybe even being invited to live in Imperia. All the many merchant companies vied for the right to present their tributes so that the king would shower them with gifts, relics, and riches.

The average man also placed great importance on this spectacle. They could not participate themselves, but that didn’t mean they couldn’t join in the festivities. It was a grand opportunity to see Chosen perform miraculous feats.

Once every few years, everything – from gambling parlors to all manner of businesses – came alive. They didn’t want to miss the chance to raise their profile and profits. In many ways, the Chosen Council was a national carnival.

And it was about to begin.

Summer arrived at the arena where it was being held. Although he’d been warned by his sister and grandfather, they couldn’t stop him from worshipping Cloudhawk.

Summer wasn’t an idiot. He knew he was just a normal guy with average talents at best, not the sort destined to ride the tides of time. His destiny was to be one of the faceless millions, just some commoner. It was a pity, but… did that mean he couldn’t even look up to people better than himself?

Maybe he was just an ordinary guy with a head full of ideals and nothing to show for them. Maybe he would never know what it felt like to be the center of attention and walk the world stage. But at least he could project those ideals onto the people he looked up to.

There were a number of people signed up to participate, but really, only Red Banner and Seven Leaf were contenders. The other four groups together couldn’t match up to either of the two top-tier companies.

To these groups, it wasn’t about getting the opportunity to offer tribute. It was all about making a name for themselves.

All six organizations presented their champions. The rules were that no one organization could put forth more than ten representatives. In other words, this year’s Council would have sixty total challengers.

Redleaf wasn’t swimming in Chosen. Aside from displays like this, when were there ever sixty Chosen gathered in one place? And these weren’t your typical warriors either. They were the very best of Redleaf!

Summer was able to determine which Chosen belonged to which organization by their flags and banners. The first group to catch his eye was the delegation from Seven Leaf. They’d brought the full ten allowed by law, but only seven of them were worth mentioning.

These seven fighters were all dressed differently except for their capes, which were all uniform with slight variations in pattern. They were stitched with depictions of branches and leaves; one had one leaf, another had two, then three and so on until it reached number seven.

In the Seven Leaf Company, the leaf was a sign of power and prestige. To be awarded a leaf meant you were the best of the Chosen. From there, the more leaves one accrued on their cloak, the greater one’s power they denoted. The one with seven leaves was the greatest Chosen in the city by definition. He’d been famous in Redleaf for two decades, so illustrious that even Seven Leaf’s president was essentially just a peer. He was Red Banner’s nightmare.

These were the illustrious Venerated.

Red Banner had four that they put forward as champions. Seven Leaf had seven. They were the very peak of their organization’s power and simultaneously the very strongest warriors of Redleaf.

They didn’t just capture the imaginations of people like Summer. Every Chosen looked up to them as heroes. It didn’t matter where in the world you found them. People respected the strong all the same.

One unique figure stood out among the group from Red Banner.

Cloudhawk was dressed exactly as he’d arrived. The only difference was the mask that covered his face, which lent him an extra layer of mystery. However, his ragged appearance had many suspecting Red Banner had just pulled someone off the street to represent them.

In the presence of the seven Venerated and four Standard Bearers, who would pay attention to a man in rags and a silly mask? However, Summer was thrilled. Today, Cloudhawk would show them how strong he was!

The leaders from the six organizations gathered. Beck Roth called out a greeting to his rival from Seven Leaf. “President Blanc, here we are, competing for prominence in the Chosen Council.”

Seven Leaf Company’s president was a thin, white-haired old man. When confronted with Beck’s smiling face, his lips pulled into a scowl. Cold words were the reply. “Maybe Red Banner will last longer this year. You haven’t won once in the last two tournaments.”

The edges of Beck’s lips curled downward ever so slightly but bounced right back. “The Seven Leaf Company is a formidable opponent and an old power here in Redleaf. As your junior, Red Banner would never be so bold as to assume victory. We’re just here for a little fun.”

“I hope you remain this gracious in defeat.”

Members of Red Banner felt the anger bubbling up inside. President Blanc treated them all like dirt. However, he was the leader of Redleaf’s strongest and oldest organization, so no one dared voice their frustration.

“The two of you sure love to loathe each other.” A tall and skinny elder tottered over to the two men. His face was a tapestry of crisscrossing gullies, and his eyes were partially hidden behind gray films. He blinked at them as though he had trouble seeing. “You two are Redleaf’s greatest leaders. Come, the Council has started. Take your seats and chat.”

“Greatest leaders?” President Blanc spat the words with contempt. “Blind fool, if you have nothing of worth to say, then shut your wrinkled mouth! Nothing about Red Banner makes them a great leader. This city only has one, and that is Seven Leaf!”

The blind old man cringed away and said nothing. Red Banner and Seven Lead held this city in the palms of their hands. Redleaf’s top tier. They’d competed several times, trading wins and losses, but Seven Leaf often came out on top. The blind man and all the rest of the organizations together couldn’t hold a candle to them. To Beck Roth and Otus Blanc, this mouthy codger didn’t even have the right to speak.

In Redleaf, the Chosen Council was merely a stage for Red Banner and Seven Leaf to duke it out. The rest were just opening acts.

Time had come for the qualification round.

The arena used for the Chosen Council had six fields. The six organizations spread their representatives evenly across the fields, and those that won the qualifiers were elevated to the next round.

Undoubtedly, these early contests came down to luck. Since there were only six competing organizations, they all postured to control more of the rings. The more representatives they could bring into the finals, the better their chances.

Once the leaders had made their decisions, the Chosen Council began in earnest.

The first batch of contestants was presented. Cloudhawk couldn’t help but feel a little stunned as his first opponent was the Fourth Leaf from the Venerated. Middle of the road when it came to that bunch but likely still very powerful.

On the other fields, Sixth Leaf was facing off against the fourth Standard Bearer, and Seventh Leaf was pitted against Red Banner’s second strongest. Six and Seven were Otus Blanc’s first-rate fighters. There was no question they could handle Red Banner’s people.

In fact, when he saw the matchups, Otus’s mood improved tremendously. He cackled loudly.

It looked like Red Banner would lose two of their best in the opening round. Their only saving grace was that the best of their Standard Bearers was pitted against the First Leaf. However, he was practically alone, leaving Red Banner with no advantage.

It wasn’t hard to see that the final, free-for-all battle would see Red Banner facing insurmountable obstacles.

Otus’s face softened. “Beck, it doesn’t look good for you this year either. Beg and I may decide to go easy on you. Make a sad puppy face and I might let you off.”

Beck’s expression was dignified, and he did not reply. Things certainly did not look good.
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Sixth Leaf versus Fourth Bearer. The fight in field three was about to commence.

“Welcome to field three of the Chosen Council!” The announcer’s voice boomed over the crowd. “Our first contest looks like a fine fight between two powerful contenders. Please join me in welcoming Seven Leaf Company’s Mr. Six and Red Banner’s Fourth Standard Bearer!”

Roaring cheers shook the arena. In the eyes of Redleaf’s populace, they were both heroic figures.

The Fourth Bearer took the field with a dark expression. Opposite him was a grim, dark-skinned man in his middle years.

Mr. Six didn’t carry any obvious weapons, but he was accompanied by a very large jet-black wolf.

The beast did not have a tuft of hair on it. Its flesh was rough and coarse like stone. It stood obediently by its master, calm, still as a statue. Its eyes burned green and never left the Red Banner representative on the other side of the field.

“Let the fight begin!”

A cold smirk crept onto Mr. Six’s face. Without any words or motions, the black wolf took its cue and leaped into action.

It then disappeared like a puff of smoke.

Fear hidden beneath a veneer of grandeur glimmered in the Fourth Bearer’s eyes. This divine beast was called a shadow wolf, and it had the ability to phase in and out of reality. When they did so, their opponents couldn’t pin them down, and the wolf could choose its timing and angle of attack at will.

“Go!” The Fourth Bearer knew his foe was strong and dared not underestimate him. An enemy like him, who tried to win through deception, needed to be quick. The way to defeat them was to never give them a chance to use their speed to their advantage.

He began by immediately dispatching the black condor he’d used to battle Cloudhawk. The bird’s form was wreathed in smoldering black flames, and it released the full extent of its power from the outset. It became a streak of sinister black fire that flew directly at Mr. Six.

It wasn’t a bad tactic to attack the beastmaster with one’s own beast directly. Let’s see who was faster!

“Red Banner hasn’t improved at all,” Mr. Six shouted at his opponent mockingly. “You think this attack can hurt me?”

He raised his hands, and light shone from the rings on his fingers. The light solidified into a screen that separated Mr. Six from the flaming bird. When the column of flame struck, it was all deflected. Not a lick got through.

The Bannerman’s face stiffened. What relic was this? Why hadn’t he been told about it in advance?

Spectators looked on in disbelief. Mr. Six was a beastmaster. When did he learn to use such a treasure?

Seeing their reactions, Otus chortled. “That is a gift we received after our last victory. The king, in his strength and wisdom, gave us this relic for our showing. Two years in a row you’ve lost, and that’s twice you did not receive the grace of the king. You keep falling further behind – do you think you have a hope of defeating us? The only thing left to see is how much of a fool you’ll look like by the end of all this!”

The Fourth Bearer could sense the danger he was in. His mind raced, trying to find a way to protect himself.

A snarling wolf jumped out at him from the shadows. It seemed larger than it had before, and suffocating power hung over it like a cloud. The ground cracked beneath its paws as it sprinted towards him with incredible speed. He had no time to get out of the way.

Red Banner’s representative was struck. The crowds could hear the sound of breaking bones over their gasps and cheers. The Fourth Standard Bearer was flung bodily from the ring and slammed into a wall. By the time he hit the ground, he was already unconscious.

What everyone had expected to be a mighty fight between two monsters was over in less than a minute. The gulf of power between them was just too vast!

It came as a shock to them all that Seven Leaf Company had grown so strong, so much so that Red Banner appeared to have fallen far behind. As far as everyone was concerned after this first fight, it didn’t look like Red Banner would be able to meet the king this year either. It was more likely they’d leave this Council weaker than when they arrived.


78 / Frog In A Well


Cloudhawk watched the battle from nearby.

This Mr. Six character wasn’t all that much stronger than the Fourth Bearer. In fact, these Seven Leaves and Four Standard Bearers were all in the same league. Some were a little stronger, others a little weaker, but none were overwhelming. They ranged from standard demon hunter material to maybe senior level. They still had a long way to go before they’d be considered veterans.

So how did Mr. Six win so easily? It was simple. He had his divine beast and a relic.

When Mr. Six released his beast and summoned the energy barrier, everyone was stunned. Other Chosen looked at him with envious eyes because he could both control divine beasts and use relics in a fight.

Cloudhawk was… unimpressed. After all, he’d come from Skycloud. Arcturus’s Ruin, Selene’s Sublime Transcendence, Adder’s mirror crystal, and Castigation Fire were the grade of relic he was familiar with. He’d learned, used, and encountered a plethora of epic-tier weapons over the years.

When he got here, the oddities never ceased. This was a fallen kingdom but was a former godly realm nonetheless. Why was there no mark of that fact whatsoever? These Chosen had no idea what demon hunters were or what they were capable of.

Their relics were low-grade and subpar, nothing like the ones bestowed by the gods. As for the divine beasts? While it was true the prevalence of them here was an eye-opener for Cloudhawk, the quality was still way below expectations.

Cloudhawk had seen two other divine beasts – besides Oddball – before he’d got here: the Temple’s defender and Autumn’s crystal dragon. The former had the incredible ability of precognition, knowing danger was coming to Skycloud before it arrived. It was sort of able to see into the future to warn of dangers ahead.

The latter was able to breed an army of dragons and control them through an unbreakable mental connection. It was the source and commander of its own army.

Both of them were incredibly strong, and evolved to their highest points.

So what about these critters? From Python’s snake to the Fourth Bearer’s condor – even Mr. Six’s wolf – they were… mediocre. A fairly sturdy relic could cut them down. He hadn’t seen anything irreplaceable.

Forget the super beasts like the crystal dragon and the Temple’s protector, these things didn’t even come close to Oddball. The resonance he sensed from them was weak, but the power of a divine beast wasn’t inherent. It came from its master. That was something to consider.

The first thing Cloudhawk knew was that divine beasts were a class of relics, special ones. He’d recently learned that relics could be created, so… did that mean divine beasts could be made?

He knew the Silver Kingdom was under the control of a person they called the king. Summer had talked a little about him, claiming he’d been alive for thousands of years.

If that wasn’t an exaggeration, then this king sure as shit wasn’t human. No human could have lived from the time of the Great War all the way to the present.

Beyond that, the king was said to have achieved several things: One, after taking control, he erased any signs of the gods. Demon hunters were not inexplicably called Chosen. Two, whoever this king was, he had the ability to create relics and was better at it than Cloudhawk.

This power was the foundation of what built this kingdom and the Chosen. In addition, he appeared to have some way to make or breed divine beasts. That would explain why there were so many around here and why they were of inferior quality.

But most importantly of all, whoever this king was, he knew Judas.

The demon elder was either wary of the king or for some other reason wasn’t willing to just steamroll this place. If that wasn’t the case, whatever enchantment they had here wouldn’t matter. Nothing he saw could stop Nox’s forces from breaking through. Judas would at least be able to surround the area and take its people to bolster his army of Black Knights.

If there was one truth about Judas, it was that he had an ambitious heart. He wasn’t going to leave this place alone if there was a chance he could take it for himself. Cloudhawk was sure if he did a little digging, he could dig up more information…

… But right now, even knowing the whole story wasn’t going to help him very much. Wherever this king came from or whatever sort of creature he was didn’t change the fact that Cloudhawk needed to get to Imperia.

The Master of Ceremonies’ booming voice returned.

“Field five will host our next fight!”

“Cloudhawk, representing Red Banner, against Seven Leaf Company’s Venerated Fourth Leaf!”

“This Cloudhawk fellow is not a member of Red Banner, it is noted, but a strong foreign supporter. Will he be able to stand against the illustrious Gentleman Four? Let’s watch and find out!”

Cloudhawk’s opponent reached the field first. He was not a very tall fellow with a burly build, a Neanderthal brow, and receding hair at his temples. From head to toe, he was like a heavy blade that could cut you with a glance.

The leather cape he wore flapped in the breeze behind him. The four leaves stitched onto his shimmering and impressive clothes earned oohs and ahhs from the crowd.

Gentleman Four, one of the Venerated! One of Redleaf’s most lauded talents! He had been given his first leaf when he was just twenty years old. Now, in his early thirties, he didn’t show any signs of slowing down. In fact, many thought he was a good candidate to one day rise to the rank of Seventh Leaf.

Fourth Leaf walked onto the field and pulled a pair of daggers from his belt. The sinister-looking blades glinted with a dangerous light, but they were not colder than the glint in his eyes. Everyone knew that Fourth Leaf wasn’t just a talented Chosen. He was also a skilled warrior.

Word was he could cut an angry bull in half with one swipe of his knife. Once those daggers left their sheaths, most of Redleaf’s mightiest would be easily defeated. The sight of him made Red Banner’s men tremble.

One of their great tigers had just been defeated. Their morale had taken a serious blow, and now, they were faced immediately with a second confrontation with Seven Leaf Company. Only this time, it was a stranger carrying their banner into battle.

Was there any doubt about the outcome of this duel?

While Fourth Leaf was in the middle of the rest of his companions, he was no weaker than Fifth Leaf. In fact, he could probably take Sixth Leaf in a scrap. Besides the Standard Bearer’s eldest brother, there was no one who was his match.

“Where is he?!” Fourth Leaf glared around the ring. “Has the Red Banner lost their nerve? Get the fuck up here and fight like a man!”

The Master of Ceremonies repeated the call. “Representative Cloudhawk, make your way to field five!”

When Cloudhawk finally appeared, there was a collective mutter of disappointment.

This asshole didn’t look special. Hell, he could even be described as shabby, like some kind of vagabond wanderer. How was a respectable Chosen supposed to react? No one had held an ounce of hope regarding Cloudhawk from the get-go, and now, they were even more disappointed.

Seven Leaf Company’s president snickered. “Clearly, Red Banner ran out of representatives. You could have borrowed some of mine! You didn’t need to snatch up some waif from off the street. This wretch is a disgrace to proper Chosen and a disgrace to the Council.”

“You are right that he is a foreign wanderer. No name or renown. No one knows him.” Beck took a sip of his tea, his face calm and his words measured. “But nothing is certain, and the outcome of this fight hasn’t been determined yet. Saying otherwise now would leave you open to disgrace if your side ends up losing, Mr. Blanc.”

“Nonsense!” Otus spat.

Beck didn’t say anything more. His eyes narrowed as his attention returned to the field.

Summer shouted and cheered from among the crowd, filled with excitement and anticipation. His cries drowned out the murmurs. If these idiots couldn’t look past his ragged exterior, then they were just stupid!

At the same time, in another corner of the arena, Craig Vista had brought his granddaughter as well to watch the festivities.

Craig hadn’t seen Cloudhawk fight with his own eyes. He’d only heard what happened from Autumn. He was sure Cloudhawk was no ordinary man, but some things had to be witnessed firsthand. Was he really capable of defeating one of Seven Leaf Company’s best?

Cloudhawk finally took to the stage. Oddball was perched on his shoulder, idly pruning its feathers. There was nothing about this man or his little pet that spoke of urgency.

Fourth Leaf took it as disrespect and felt his anger flare. He growled at his challenger. “You… you’re wasting my time!”

“What of it?”

“You runt! You have the balls to make me wait? I’ll show you what my time costs!”

Cloudhawk couldn’t help but smirk at how ridiculous this was. Humanity’s capacity for arrogance and stupidity was something to behold.

Sometimes, they were like frogs at the bottom of a well. Looking up from the depths, all they could see was a little circle of sky and believed that was all the world was. Little did they know that if they hopped out of their little well, a whole vast existence would be revealed, destroying their silly preconceptions.

But until they did, men remained ignorant and shortsighted. They were the centers of their own little universes, measuring everything based on their limited experience. Here in Redleaf, Fourth Leaf was one of the bigger fish. It never occurred to him that the city he lived in – the entire kingdom actually – was such a little pond. When he realized how big the rest of the world was, maybe he might understand that he was practically microscopic.

While Cloudhawk pondered these things, he reminded himself not to scorn Fourth Lead too much. How would he be any different from him, then? Cloudhawk might have seen more of the vast universe, but what if there was more? There had to be more. He thought he’d met the greatest creatures in the universe, but what if there were more he couldn’t even imagine?

Cloudhawk had hopped out of his well, only to land in a slightly bigger one. It was important to maintain a little awe and humility.

Fourth Leaf saw that his threats had failed to inspire fear in the vagabond. Worse, he was just standing there absentmindedly! Like he did not consider Fourth Leaf a threat at all!

Bastard! How dare this nobody strut around with such disrespect!

Gentlemen Four was a bundle of fury. He whipped his sleeves, and a streak of light was released. The pocket-sized thing quickly expanded in midair until it was the size of a bull. The arena was suddenly filled with a deadly air, pouring off this lumbering creature.

Gasps rang out through the crowd.

“He released it! Gentlemen Four’s Hurricane Mantis!”

The shift in atmosphere brought Cloudhawk back to the present. He saw the hulking insect which did indeed look much like an overgrown mantis. Its spindly body was covered in a vibrant green carapace, and it swiped through the air with scythe-like arms. Serrated pincers that were stained a deep red chittered in the center of its face.

This… was a unique divine beast. Cloudhawk was a little surprised. Was there a way these creatures could be modified – either through some strange method or even scientifically – to give it new powers?

“You shouldn’t be risking yourself for Red Banner.” Fourth Leaf looked down at Cloudhawk with a cruel glare and called to him in a commanding tone. “Kneel, grovel! Renounce Red Banner and I’ll spare your life!”

Cloudhawk narrowed his eyes behind the mask. “If I refuse?”

Fourth Leaf’s patience had run thin. He had no more time for words. “Then you will die!”

His Hurricane Mantis bound into the air, causing a powerful gust of wind to sweep across the field. Its shadow fell over Cloudhawk. As its scythe-like arms extended, it blocked him from going anywhere. It was poised to chop him in two.

While the divine beast attacked from above, Fourth Leaf charged from the ground. He was pretty fast as well.

Before Cloudhawk had a chance to counter, he was cornered. He seemed to have nowhere to turn; he would either be cut apart by the mantis or diced into pieces by Gentleman Four. His fate was sealed.

This was the power of Fourth Leaf? The spectators watched, wide-eyed.

Fourth Leaf’s attack style was simple in contrast to that of many other Chosen. If they didn’t rely on relics, then they relied on their divine beasts. Fourth Leaf, however, was a warrior of some skill. Each pump of his legs was like a catapult shooting him forward, increasing his momentum with each stride.

Meanwhile, Cloudhawk was as still as a mountain. With a flick of his wrist, a crude exorcist rod appeared. A subtle step to the side and the Hurricane Mantis’s swipe went wide. He pushed off his toes and darted forward. Nothing fancy, nothing stunning.

He raised his arm. The exorcist staff jabbed forward.

Every move looked so ordinary, unhurried, like he’d done them a thousand times before and could perform each movement with the same result.

Fourth Leaf hit the ground with a triangular-shaped wound in his throat.

A veritable river of blood gushed from the new hole, and each beat of his heart was slower than the last. The Chosen’s face was both pale and frozen in shocked disbelief.

The lively, boisterous scene was now one of complete silence. A sea of eyes looked first at the corpse lying in the dirt, then at the masked man who’d made it. He stood over the body without even breathing heavily as blood dripped from the end of his weapon.

An errant wind blew through, rustling the stranger’s tattered gray cloak – like the banner of a warrior who had fought through countless wars.

Cloudhawk didn’t spare the crowd or the body a second look. He walked away from the field like nothing had happened, wordless. Dumbstruck eyes watched him go.
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How… how did it happen?

The fight was over before the crowd had time to react.

It was obvious Fourth Leaf had launched into his attack with great force. Cloudhawk watched him come, as still as a statue until the very last second. A simple wave of his hand and he’d opened up the Chosen’s throat.

There were no words to describe it. Cloudhawk didn’t move much faster than Fourth Leaf. It was almost like Fourth Leaf had just thrust his neck into the rod. In the next second, he was dead.

Absolute silence hung in the air for a full minute. Then, chaos erupted. Fourth Leaf had lost! Fourth Leaf was dead!

Such a sudden and unexpected turn blew their minds! It went against everything they knew!

How could the illustrious Fourth Leaf lose so terribly to this unknown stranger? It was nothing short of mind-blowing! More staggering was the fact that Cloudhawk straight-up murdered the man without a second thought!

Chosen were a rare and precious commodity in the Silver Kingdom, especially those of Fourth Leaf’s caliber. Whatever animosity existed among Chosen, the Chosen Council was a contest between organizations. They were representatives, and the fight took place in front of hundreds of spectators. It was customary to show one’s opponent some face. There were lines one should not cross. Killing one’s opponent was rare unless something went wrong.

Red Banner’s Fourth Standard Bearer, for example, might live the rest of his life as a cripple, but he was not dead.

Cloudhawk was a man who kept a low profile. He wasn’t loud but amazed others with his actions. He rarely lifted a hand, but when he did, he did it with lethal efficiency. And the man he’d killed was one of Seven Leaf Company’s very best.

More than just a capable man, Four Leaf was widely considered to be the current Seventh Leaf’s successor. He was being groomed to lead Seven Leaf Company’s Venerated as their best. Cloudhawk severed that thread of fate before Seven Leaf’s president and all the citizens of Redleaf.

Without question, this was a declaration of war! Cloudhawk had left them no other choice. These two giants of industry would be forced into open conflict, maybe even a blood feud.

BANG!

The tea cup in Otus Blanc’s hand had shattered. Boiling hot fluid splashed every which way.

On the surface, he showed nothing. His face might as well have been carved from stone. However, his eyes blazed with an unparalleled fury. He slammed his fist on the table and shot to his feet. “Beck, you go too far!”

Seven Leaf Company’s men all drew their weapons. Their faces were twisted in an anger to match that of their president.

Beck, however, remained seated. In fact, he was just as surprised at the outcome as everyone else. He hadn’t thought Cloudhawk would go so far as to kill a man. But, that’s what happened. No changing things now. He had to stiffen his upper lip and swallow this thorny pill.

What did they expect? For him to apologize for the death of their man? In the last fight, they very well might have permanently crippled his fighter. Where would Red Banner’s pride be if he bowed and scraped? Red Banner might not be quite the match for Seven Leaf Company, but they were still of equal standing.

Beck fiddled with his tea cup. “Why are you upset, Mr. Blanc? Sometimes, there are unfortunate accidents. It’s the nature of the Council. It’s a shame, but there is no helping it.”

Otus was so upset that he was visibly shaking. “Your man murdered Fourth Leaf on purpose!”

A cold laugh echoed in Beck’s heart. So what? Nothing he could do about it. But his answer was measured. “Very well, consider it my mistake. I will ask him to come and apologize when the Council is over.”

Apologize? Beck might agree to something like this, but Cloudhawk, a mysterious outsider, was more likely to wipe his ass with the suggestion. Beck knew that without question.

Otus was all the more irritated by Beck’s pointless lip service and had to hold himself back from flipping the table between them.

But before it could escalate further, a timid voice interrupted. “Don’t be angry, fellows. The king’s men are in attendance, and if you cause trouble, he will have a word. No one wants to be blamed for starting a ruckus.”

It was the old blind man who was the voice of reason. For him to rise to prominence as president of one of the city’s six major powers, he had to have a clever head on his shoulders. He pretended to be timid, but most knew better.

His warning cut through Otus’s anger. He was so upset that he could rip Red Banner’s leader to pieces, but with his Chosen in attendance, he knew it would not end well.

After a moment, he calmed down and allowed his mind to work.

If Seven Leaf Company engaged in open war with Red Banner, they had a fair shot of coming out on top, but it would be costly. If things went poorly, it would mean mutual destruction. But if he didn’t demand justice in some way, how could he justify it to others?

Beck knew it too. It was easy to understand.

Beck put the cup down after a moment’s thought. “I understand your position, Mr. Blanc. You’re in a difficult situation. So, to make you whole, how about I deliver Cloudhawk to you to do as you wish when the Council is over?”

Otus was taken aback. It was obvious by his showing that Cloudhawk was incredibly strong. Who would have believed Beck would simply agree to hand him over to Seven Leaf Company for a gruesome death? However, from the perspective of Red Banner, it was indeed a fine plan.

Cloudhawk was an outsider. If he refused to join Red Banner, what difference did it make if he was taken care of by Otus?

Cloudhawk’s insultingly brief murder of Fourth Leaf proved he was an exceptional fighter. His command of divine beasts was better than Beck’s Fourth Bearer as well. What’s more, he appeared to be carrying a number of his own special relics. He was stronger than Beck could calculate.

Otus wanted revenge? So be it! Cloudhawk wasn’t a pawn of his to use anyway. If he was the last to employ his power, then all the better! Of course, he would not agree to lead Cloudhawk to his doom until after the Council. In that way, they could see what he was really made of.

Cloudhawk had several fights left. In those, he did not kill his opponents but still beat them handily.

Cloudhawk wasn’t that violent by nature or that contemptuous. He’d been holding back. Yet Fourth Leaf’s arrogant, mouthy, threatening stance wasn’t something Cloudhawk was going to tolerate. No one else he fought was seriously wounded.

Each time he took to the field, Cloudhawk did not reveal even a fraction of what he was really capable of. He only used a relic or Oddball a couple of times.

Everyone could see that Cloudhawk was defeating them with martial skill and battle talent. His victories were won by his own strength and physical abilities, which were enough to thoroughly overwhelm the Chosen. If it weren’t for the little bird on his shoulder, people would wonder if he was Chosen at all.

The remainder of the Venerated saw that Fourth Leaf had vastly underestimated his enemy.

But how could someone like Fourth Leaf, with his divine beast and relics, have lost so easily? It was because he had thought himself so superior. He hadn’t paused to think that the man in tattered clothes would be his equal. Cloudhawk also had the combat skills to recognize the flaw and take advantage of it, ending the fight with one blow.

The first day of the Chosen Council had come to a close. Tomorrow would bring new challenges, and in the end, winners from the six fields would be selected for the final.

“Cloudhawk, you were amazing today!” Summer was thrilled when he saw Cloudhawk again. He bounded over to him with a beaming face. “You killed him in one hit! Incredible! Fourth Leaf was so arrogant. He got what he deserved.”

Cloudhawk removed his mask and looked at the young man with a lopsided smile. “You think so? Aren’t you afraid of getting yourself into trouble, talking like that here? From what you keep telling me, Seven Leaf Company is the top dog around here. Even under Red Banner’s protection, the Summer-Autumn Company won’t be safe if you piss them off.”

Summer was currently Cloudhawk’s biggest fan. He didn’t care if anyone heard, not when he was in front of his idol.

“So what?” Summer’s eyebrows shot up. “I put my family’s whole fortune on you to win. Thanks to you, Brother Cloudhawk, I’m going to be rich! All the wealth we could have gathered from future dangerous trips can be made right now in one fell swoop! So I want to thank you. If you’re free this evening, come to the family estate and eat with us. Let the Summer-Autumn Company throw you a victory party!”

Cloudhawk looked at this pure, hot-blooded youth.

Truth be told, the kid was beginning to grow on him. Like most his age, he was full of piss and vinegar, ready to reach for his dreams. It was the greatest time of a man’s life. Life hadn’t kicked him down yet, so it was still full of expectations and possibilities. He hadn’t gone through the rough patches that would scar him along the way.

Life would be great if no one grew ever up past that pure stage.

Cloudhawk didn’t know what the future had in store for Summer, whether or not he’d ever have a chance to embark on his grand adventure. What he did know was that he had to stay away from the boy. The longer he remained, the higher the chance destruction would come for the Summer-Autumn Company.

“You know what, Summer? I envy you.”

“You envy me?” Summer’s eyes went wide. “How could someone like you envy me?”

“You have a sweet, mature sister,” Cloudhawk began. “You have a kind and caring grandfather. You have a family that loves you. Hell, you have a family. I’ve never in my life experienced what you have. No family. No one who cares for me like that. I wouldn’t even know what it feels like. All my life, all I’ve seen are the shittiest parts of this world. So I envy you. Really, I do.”

Summer didn’t know how to respond. Cloudhawk was so strong. Why did he care about such mundane things?

The sun was setting, and its fading light turned the whole sky gold. It filtered through the mist onto these two figures, stretching their shadows long. They stood and stared for a time, two contrasting lives examining one another.

One was ragged and depraved. The other was young and vibrant.

One beaten by the elements. The other fresh and immature.

One immensely strong. The other weak and ordinary.

“Weak and strong are just a matter of comparison. From the mightiest king to the humblest beggar, the wisest sage to the uneducated commoner – everyone experiences happiness and troubles the same. The joy a king feels when he’s gifted some rare treasure is no greater than a beggar’s when he’s handed a loaf of bread.”

Cloudhawk patted Summer’s shoulder. “You’ll understand one day. To live is to envy others. Likewise, in other ways, others will envy you. But remember what I told you back in the bar: a real warrior always knows what they find to be most precious. That’s what gives you the strength to stand up and protect it.”

“I have a little gift for you. If one day you think you’re ready, use it.”

Cloudhawk didn’t accept the young man’s invitation for dinner. He was planning to stay at Red Banner’s headquarters from now on.

Summer watched his hero walk away. In his hand was the gift Cloudhawk left – a rolled up piece of paper. He unfurled it and saw a detailed map. In the center was marked a place called “Skycloud.”

Summer had never known there was a place called Skycloud. Was that where Cloudhawk had grown up? Summer heard someone approaching, so he quickly rolled up the paper. When he turned around, he saw his white-haired grandfather and his older sister behind him.

They were both looking at him with anxious eyes. Suddenly, Summer knew what Cloudhawk had been talking about.

Even the most ordinary things could be precious. To Summer, the most important thing in his life was this family and the love they shared. He knew that no matter where he went or what happened, that knowledge would give him strength.

Autumn’s brows furrowed. “Cloudhawk, he...”

Summer responded to the unasked question. “He isn’t coming with us.”

Both Autumn and Craig sighed in relief. Craig had pulled Cloudhawk from the rubble because he wanted a Chosen to raise their company’s profile. Who would have thought he’d fish out so much more than that. This stranger was stronger than anyone he’d ever seen before. If he stayed with them, it would eventually mean their doom.

Summer looked back down the street where Cloudhawk had disappeared down. “Sis, you were right. He isn’t from our world.”

She looked back at him. “You finally understand?”

Summer nodded. “I can feel his loneliness. He walks in a dark world full of struggle. A rough road, always scrambling for a glimpse of light.”

Autumn sighed. Her brother understood.

Craig regarded his grandchildren each in turn. “Come, let’s go home and eat.”

Summer tightened his hand around the map in his grip and smiled. “I could kill for a taste of Autumn’s roasted pork!”

“All you think about is food!”

The three laughed as they made their way back home.

Cloudhawk made his way back to the residence prepared for him in Red Banner’s headquarters. By now, the sky was dark, and his body had begun to ache. His old injuries were like poisonous centipedes chewing through him, creeping out from the shadows when he was calm and resting.

Red Banner was nothing like the Summer-Autumn Company.

Beck Roth had prepared a luxurious room for Cloudhawk. Outside his door was a large courtyard with delicate, well-manicured flowers and a personal hot spring. Cloudhawk had respect for the man. He was clever, had ambition. But for all that, he was still a small player in a small town. What could he achieve?

He pushed the door open. He was about to walk in when he sensed something wasn’t right.

Standing on the other side of the door was a dozen beautiful women of different sorts. Each one was obviously a rare and handpicked beauty.

Redleaf was a place with a pleasant, humid climate. The women that were brought up here were as soft and alluring as water.

“Master Cloudhawk, it’s fine. We are here especially to be at your service. We just want to make you happy, and we are at your command.”

Each of the women was dressed in nothing but a robe of translucent gauze that left nothing to the imagination. The flimsy fabric clung to their fingers alluringly, invitingly.

“Dinner will be ready soon. Would you like to relax in the hot spring while it’s being prepared?” One of the women stepped forward. “We can bathe with you if you like. We’ve been… specially trained to make you feel comfortable.”

Another one of the women added, “We work under Master Roth but have never been touched by another man.”

It appeared as though Beck had not given up entirely on trying to recruit him. This scene was certainly his latest attempt. A dozen beautiful women? He was pulling out all the stops.

“I don’t need any service.” Cloudhawk’s voice was cold and curt. “You can all go.”
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Beck rose from his bed, untangling himself from the limbs of his serving women. They helped him get ready for the day, and once he was washed and dressed, they brought him breakfast. As he ate, his housekeeper used the time to deliver the day’s schedule and other important news to the master.

“Cloudhawk refused the women you sent to him.”

Beck was enjoying a meal of crabapples, bread, and fried eggs. When he heard of Cloudhawk’s refusal, his forehead wrinkled. Frowning, he set his breakfast aside.

There was no such thing as a man who desired nothing. There had to be something Cloudhawk wanted.

He didn’t care about wealth, women, or status. Did such a man really exist? No, it didn’t make any sense. There was only one possibility, and that was whatever he wanted couldn’t be obtained here. It was nothing Beck Roth could give.

The housekeeper posed a question in a quiet voice. “Cloudhawk seems to have a special relationship with the members of the Summer-Autumn Company. Since we can’t seem to buy him, perhaps we can threaten his friends to get what we want. It would be a shame if we can’t keep a man of his talent for ourselves. He would be a great help in our conflict against Seven Leaf Company.”

Beck drank from a cup of hot milk, giving himself a moment to think. Next, he unhurriedly wiped his mouth with a napkin. Finally, he rose to his feet and answered expressionlessly, “No need.”

When Beck wanted to control someone, the best and most direct method was to figure out what they wanted and use that to his advantage.

Women? He could provide scores of the most beautiful women in the city!

Money? He could shower people with more money than they could imagine.

He had ways to scratch all manner of itches, including more specific hobbies like collecting and art. Of course, loyalty could not be bought, but he could purchase time.

Anyway, Cloudhawk had only been here a couple of times. That was not long enough for him to develop enough of a relationship with the Summer-Autumn Company where bullying them would get the intended result. Better to abandon that plan than possibly suffer retaliation.

The housekeeper was at a loss. He couldn’t understand why someone so strong seemed so committed to living a frugal and uninteresting life. People had a hundred years at best to walk this earth – thirty thousand days. Fortune was fickle, and no one knew what tomorrow would bring. A man who was delivered a safe and comfortable life on a silver platter only to turn it down… well, such a man was flat-out stupid.

Beck walked outside and saw a group of several people milling around.

Cloudhawk, his two top Standard Bearers, and several others were in the courtyard. The sight of them made his brows furrow for he realized the Chosen Council was not going in his favor. In the first round, he’d lost most of his delegation. Seven Leaf Company was firmly in the advantageous position.

If not for Cloudhawk’s participation, Red Banner would have no hope of winning. Twice already, they’d lost the opportunity to present themselves before the king. If they lost again, the gulf between his company and Seven Leaf would be too vast to overcome. He could forget about ever receiving the king’s blessings ever again.

Something suddenly clicked in Beck’s brain.

Cloudhawk’s ultimate goal was to see the king. No amount of money or women caught his eye, but he had a dogged wish to visit Imperia. Why? There was so much that was unknown about this mysterious stranger. It wasn’t clear whether he was a blessing or a curse – best to kill him before any ill came.

Of course, before he died, he could still be useful.
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The Chosen Council was in full swing, the second day of a raging contest.

The first fight to capture people’s imaginations pitted Seven Leaf Company’s Seventh Leaf against Red Banner’s Second Standard Bearer.

The two were among Redleaf’s strongest fighters, so their contest would certainly be a spectacle. What made it more interesting was the recent death of Fourth Leaf. Everyone wanted to know how Seven Leaf would respond.

“Look, it’s Master Seven!”

“Master Seven is taking the field!”

Venerated Seventh Leaf slowly walked onto the field. His especially robust frame struck quite a figure. At least two meters tall, with hard features and a shaved head, he was especially intimidating. For weapons, he wore a pair of metal gauntlets.

The ground shook with his every step. Onlookers saw him less as a man and more as a giant.

After Seventh Leaf took to the field, he reached up and tore off his cloak. The fine material stitched with seven pristine leaves fluttered to the ground as gracefully as a butterfly.

When he was revealed in full, the crowd whispered in surprise. Master Seven was an older man in his fifties. Yet despite his age, he was in incredible shape. His corded muscles were taut and ready to burst into motion at any moment. His skin had a healthy, burnished hue, and the cut of his muscles was as perfect as that of a masterwork sculpture.

His every movement was like that of a tiger, ready to pounce. He was as thick and sturdy as an iron fortress.

Redleaf’s Venerated Master Seven! To the general public, it was widely accepted that he was the strongest man in Redleaf. They’d given him the title “Demolition Man.”

Stories went that his steel-like body could take blows from all manner of weapons and remain unscathed. With a single punch, he could turn half a man’s body to bloody paste. There was no one faster, stronger, or sturdier in all of Redleaf.

There were only two or three men in the city who could even come close.

Seventh Leaf stood in the center of the field and slammed his gauntleted fists together. Bloodlust gleamed in his eyes. “Come, Red Banner garbage! Let’s see how long your bones last before they’re ground up into powder!”

The ferocious warrior was ready and eager to ruin every inch of his opponent in front of everyone. He would underline Seven Leaf Company’s might and fury by turning this foolish Standard Bearer into mush.

Beck looked at the domineering Seventh Leaf, then towards Cloudhawk and his prime Standard Bearer. He made a calculated decision and relayed the decision with a glance to his Second Standard Bearer. The warrior, though reluctant, got the message.

Seventh Leaf prowled the field, almost out of patience when a voice called out, “Red Banner forfeits!”

Seventh Leaf froze in place. He felt like someone punching at puddles, with no resistance being offered. He’d been aching for a good fight with the finale being his ripping his foe limb from limb. Well, he got his victory much easier than he would have liked.

“Coward! Red Banner is a bunch of cowards!” In frustration, Seventh Leaf hammered his fist into the field. The blow caused a fissure ten meters long to open up before him. He glared at Beck. “You think you can avoid my fist by giving up? I will break every one of you. Especially that fucking child! He will pay in blood for killing one of mine.”

The scene was one no one could have predicted. The various presidents looked at Beck in surprise. Red Banner was simply admitting defeat?

Their Second Bearer didn’t have much of a chance against Seventh Leaf, but it wasn’t hopeless. By forfeiting the match, Red Banner was taking one of their most important fighters out of contention. It meant their odds in the final were greatly reduced. Red Banner’s representation in that final fight would be sparse.

“My Second Bearer is unwell. He has asked to give up his spot in the competition.”

Otus Blanc’s face was dark with anger. It was unexpected, but it made no difference. Vengeance would eventually be had. Right now, victory in the Chosen Council took precedence.

The remaining fights proceeded, and their victors were settled. They were:

Group one – Red Banner’s First Standard Bearer.

Group two – Fifth Leaf.

Group three – Cloudhawk.

Group four – Seventh Leaf.

Group five – Sixth Leaf.

Cloudhawk was not surprised by these results. He suspected this would be the result before the fights even started. The last fight was in the sixth group, which was about to begin and captured Cloudhawk’s full attention.

The six groups had seen a number of elimination rounds, and now it was down to the final two.

They weren’t terribly exciting matchups. Seven Leaf Company’s Second Leaf was matched against a group of nobodies. It just so happened that most of the sixth field’s contenders were weaklings, so Second Leaf and his abilities handily won the day.

Seven Leaf Company was poised to win the group, just as they had for groups two, four, and five. Four representatives would be going to the finals in contrast to Red Banner’s two.

Four on two. Things were looking very good for Seven Leaf Company.

Opposite Second Leaf for the final fight was a man in his twenties to early thirties. He had a knife-like hairline and dramatic eyebrows that looked like splashes of dark ink. He was a complete nobody, someone no one recognized.

Second Leaf regarded him with contempt. “If you got this far, it means you’ve got some strength. But this time, you’re way out of your depth, shrimp. I don’t want to waste my time with you, so forfeit and we can all move on.”

The combatant, named Desmond, stood facing the illustrious Second Leaf without flinching. There was no fear or much expression at all on his face. He merely shook his head. “I have never backed away from anything in my life. I’m willing to give it a try.”

“You’ve got backbone. But the stiffer the backbone, the more it hurts when it’s snapped.” Second Leaf was calm. “If you’re so eager to get hurt, I won’t deny you. Blackbolt, go.”

Second Leaf pointed with his finger, and a panther as dark as shadow dashed forth.

When the leopard first appeared, it was only the size of an average dog. By the time its feet touched the ground the first time, it’d swollen to the size of a wolf. It leaped ten meters, and the second time its feet made contact with the field, it was as big as a rhinoceros. The feline reached Desmond’s position and towered over him.

It’d taken less than half a second to cross several dozen meters.

Once in front of Desmond, the panther raked at him with ten dagger-like claws. Even before they made contact, their biting edge was almost palpable.

Desmond did not move. The crowd began to gasp, certain he would be gobbled up. They watched the panther bear down on him, its jaws wide and ready to take him into his gullet with the sound of tearing flesh. This idiot was so weak, but he was determined to throw himself into the Chosen Council?

Cloudhawk was watching, his eyes focused.

As everyone was certain the man had become panther food, a surprise turn shook their expectations. The panther noticed it first, that the body it tore limb from limb was as cold as clay and did not squirt the satisfying gouts of blood it was hoping for.

Second Leaf’s expression changed from derision to surprise. “This...”

It was clear. Desmond had set a trap.

He’d set up a puppet that looked just like him to draw his opponent’s attention. It had worked and confused Second Leaf. With his beast preoccupied, he realized his mistake too late.

Relative to his beastmaster skills, Second Leaf was physically weak. He relied on the speed and strength of his panther to win fights. Without Blackbolt by his side, he was left exposed. It would take a moment for his protector to return.

Too late!

Desmond appeared behind Second Leaf. He hefted a mid-sized shield and slammed it as hard as he could into the back of the Venerated’s skull.

Second Leaf’s vision went black. He collapsed onto the ground.

The sixth group’s winner had been decided, and it was… the nobody, Desmond?!

Such an outcome was unthinkable. For the second time, Otus Blanc was left grinding his teeth in rage. Cloudhawk was a problem but not an insurmountable one. Now this second unknown fool was embarrassing his company? What were these foreigners doing poisoning their Chosen Council?!

Otus growled, “You blind shit! This is one of yours!”

“Don’t blame me, Master Blanc. I didn’t know he could do that.” The old blind man’s face was a carefully concealed mask. “If I had known I wouldn’t have put him forth as a representative.”

For all of Otus’s rage, there was nothing he could do. What was done was done. But no matter, being short one man didn’t make a difference.

Cloudhawk watched the one called Desmond with narrowed eyes. He’d felt from the beginning that this one carried at least four or five relics on him. He was actually quite strong – at least strong enough to kill the other representatives.

Using Skycloud’s standards as a yardstick, he was probably equivalent to a veteran demon hunter.

The man was strong enough that once, Cloudhawk would have had to fight hard to beat him. Of course, ever since the battle at Sanctuary, Cloudhawk’s mental abilities had neared the likes of a Master Demon Hunter. He was strong, but not strong enough to make Cloudhawk worried.

What made him curious was what a man of his caliber was doing in this tiny place.

He’d kept a very low profile this whole time, hiding his strength. It certainly made things a lot more interesting.


81 / The Mad Avenger


Six victors. Three from Seven Leaf Company, two from Red Banner Company, and Desmond.

These six men were poised to battle for the realm’s great honor – Champion of the Chosen Council.

An envoy from Imperia was the one responsible for holding this Council. He addressed the crowd. “The strongest six of all the Chosen have been revealed. We now ask all of our contestants to approach the main stage!”

Excitement rose among the crowd, who pressed in from all directions. Be it Red Banner, Seven Leaf, Summer-Autumn, or any other normal citizen – everyone’s attention was fixed on this field where a great battle was about to take place.

Seventh Leaf, the Demolition Man with his heavy gauntlets, was said to be capable of punching a man in two. No one had ever been known to survive his ire. Without a doubt, he was the strongest Chosen in Redleaf.

Being the leader of the Chosen for Red Banner was no easy task either. For twenty years, the First Bearer had been a big name in the city, and his power was also immense. He was likely the only person able to challenge the Venerated.

The others were also special in their own way. This was especially true for Desmond and Cloudhawk.

Both men were total unknowns in this city but were shaping up to be this year’s dark horses. They had easily defeated all contenders in their respective groups. Now, they appeared on the same stage with four famous Redleaf Chosen. They were mysterious outsiders, especially compared to the lauded men the crowd already knew as apex Chosen.

People wondered but did not know what special abilities they kept up their sleeves. But that just made this fight more uncertain and more interesting.

Despite the wild cards, things still seemed firmly within Seven Leaf Company’s grasp. Besides Master Seven, there were two other Venerated on the field. Three people working towards the same goal gave them a significant advantage.

But those were the rules.

The purpose of the Chosen Council wasn’t just to determine the strongest Chosen. It was also to determine which of the city’s organizations held the most sway. Those who proved themselves were qualified to present themselves before the king and pay tribute. In order to avoid a small or medium-sized organization sweeping the contest by unexpectedly hiring an especially strong Chosen, the rules were set up like this.

The final contest was a six-man melee.

Seven Leaf Company and Red Banner Company were perennial powers in the city, so five of their representatives were on the field.

It wasn’t unheard of for smaller groups to get one or two representatives into the final fight. This year, Desmond stood as an island, alone and under siege. The odds of him coming out on top were practically nil.

The main field was easily five times the size of the smaller arenas, easily large enough to accommodate two to three thousand people standing close together. The six contestants, all well-rested, entered the field from different places. The final contest of this year’s Chosen Council was about to begin.

“Who do you think will be the last one standing?”

“What kind of question is that? Seventh Leaf, of course!”

“No doubt. Not only is he super fast and super strong, but he’s also got great defense and supernatural power. He’s the perfect warrior!”

“I’m not so sure. Red Banner’s First Standard Bearer is no scrub. They say his relic is a spear that spits fire. One stab and his victim melts in an instant. He’s also got a flaming phoenix that breathes and attacks with fire. Not even someone like Seventh Leaf can survive that kind of onslaught.”

Everyone was looking forward to seeing who would end up being right.

There wasn’t a whole lot of suspense about it either. If it wasn’t Seventh Leaf, it was the First Bearer. Fifth and Six Leaf were strong but far inferior to Master Seven. As far as the citizens were concerned, Desmond and Cloudhawk were just background noise.

Cloudhawk was only the source of some talk because he’d killed one of the Venerated. But besides that, he hadn’t displayed very much strength. He hadn’t even shown off any strong relics or showed off his divine beast. All of his opponents had been defeated with his three-edged rod. Because he’d only used fighting skills, the crowd all figured he was average in psychic ability at best. He was more like a warrior, not a Chosen.

Desmond was even less impressive. They didn’t even understand his fighting style. He’d beaten Second Leaf through trickery, and someone who had to rely on trickery couldn’t be very strong.

The six contenders walked in close.

Seventh Leaf fixed his eyes on First Bearer, but only for a second. They slid over to Cloudhawk and sized him up. “Kid, I’m honestly surprised you agreed to get on this field.”

Cloudhawk stared back. “Why wouldn’t I?”

There was a dangerous glint in the older man’s eye. “Do you have any idea what’s about to happen to you?”

Cloudhawk’s face was still hidden behind the mask, keeping both his features and expression a mystery. He didn’t bother to answer Seventh Leaf’s rhetorical question. He wouldn’t be wasting time here if it wasn’t his best chance at getting into Imperia.

Since the battle for Sanctuary, Cloudhawk’s mental abilities had risen to nearly Master Demon Hunter levels. It would be no exaggeration to say that he was like a god among these people. Yet there seemed to be no end to these idiots jumping at him like they were worth a damn. None of them had any understanding of what real power was. They all thought the piddling strength they bore was something to be proud of.

Little did they understand that if they took all these “mighty Chosen” and threw them into Skycloud, they wouldn’t even be considered a halfway decent demon hunter squad.

When Cloudhawk didn’t respond, Seventh Leaf’s face grew cold. Now that this nameless fool was here, he would make sure he wouldn’t get away. There was no hurry to deal with him just this moment. He turned his attention to Desmond.

Desmond looked like he’d yet to hit thirty. A promising young man.

Whether it was luck or skill, standing among these other men meant he had some merit. But before members of Seven Leaf Company could speak, First Standard Bearer offered the first invitation.

“You’re not bad. On behalf of Red Banner, I want to offer you a chance to join our company. Pledge your service and help us defeat Seven Leaf and you will earn yourself a respected position.” He wasted no time extending the proverbial olive branch. “President Beck Roth is the wisest and most talented man in Redleaf. More than worthy for a man of your skill.”

Red Banner’s First Standard Bearer was a fine figure of a man. He was dressed in simple armor, and in his hand was a red spear. His presence was no less domineering than Seventh Leaf’s. For him to personally offer Desmond an invitation was a sign of respect.

Seventh Leaf’s expression was sour. He looked to the left and right.

It was Sixth Leaf that responded on behalf of his company. “Red Banner is weak. They have only two Bearers left. If you side with them, it isn’t even certain you’ll walk off this field. But if you join Seven Leaf Company, our victory will be certain. I swear on their behalf that no consequences will befall you for what you’ve done. You can enjoy the fruits of victory with us.”

“That’s right!” Fifth Leaf joined in. “Only we can help you get to Imperia. You don’t know what the city is like. It is full of opportunities and temptations. It can change your life!”

Red Banner’s First Standard Bearer listened with a dark glower. Things did not look good for him or the company he served. If this Desmond character agreed to their terms, it would leave him and Cloudhawk against four opponents. He didn’t think they could overcome those odds.

First Bearer hurried to outline more of his offer. “Otus Blanc is petty and domineering. He cares only for himself. President Roth, however, has a sharp eye and knows quality when he sees it. He can provide you with anything you could want. Join Red Banner and I will personally see to your training. We will turn you into our Fifth Standard Bearer!”

Both sides were eager to extol the virtues of their camp. Yet as they continued to yell over one another, Desmond kept his head down and didn’t respond. When they were finally done, the corners of his mouth twitched into a grin. Deep in his throat, despite efforts to suppress it, came a derisive chuckle. It certainly was not the time to be laughing at these men.

What was he laughing at? What was so funny? No one had an answer.

“Seven Leaf Company? Red Banner Company? Me… join? Did I hear that correctly? You think I would even consider the offer?” Desmond slowly raised his head, revealing bloodshot eyes. In the time since they made their offers, this strange man’s aura had changed completely. That lowly, unassuming profile had vanished. In those eyes was an insanity that wasn’t there before. He roared at them. “All of you, trash! Garbage! You think you can convince me to join you?!”

When he screamed the insults, everyone – with the exception of Cloudhawk – was taken by surprise. Not just the fighters either but their bosses seated within earshot as well. Was this worthless Chosen insane? Did he know what he was saying? For a man like him with no backing or reputation, it was a great honor to be offered an important position in either of these organizations.

But he didn’t accept the offers. Not only that, but he also openly belittled them. He was beyond crazy. He was asking to die.

“Imperia? You pathetic, ignorant fools. You think Imperia is worth your reverence?” Hate seethed in Desmond’s gaze when he mentioned the kingdom’s capital. “You insects don’t know anything about the king or his true nature. You have no idea what sort of monster he is! I would rather die than go back to that place!”

Cloudhawk listened intently to his ramblings. If his words were true, then this stranger had been to Imperia before. Something caused him to leave, and now here he was.

This was a completely unforeseen turn of events. Imperia’s emissary, who had been sent here to hold the Council, was completely flabbergasted.

What’s more, it was obvious now that this crazy stranger had been hiding his power – more power than they could have imagined.

“Who the hell is this guy?!” Otus shot to his feet in anger, furious at the sudden change. To allow such a powerful person to spoil their Council would not work in his favor. “He dares to stir up trouble in Redleaf! He curses our monarch’s good name! These are capital crimes!”

“His name is Desmond Prestwich.” The elders turned towards the raspy voice and were surprised to see that it was the old blind man. “Bastard son of the Prestwich family and the only one to escape its destruction over twenty years ago.”

The revelation took Beck and Otus by surprise. Of course they’d heard of the Prestwich family.

Twenty years ago, when Red Banner was still a second-rate company and Seven Leaf Company had yet to reach its peak, the Prestwich family held the reins of power in Redleaf. Unfortunately, political strife ruined their family practically overnight.

Seven Leaf Company had benefited most from their fall. It had swooped in to fill the power vacuum in short order, and Red Banner also took the opportunity to rise up from the ranks of obscurity. In the following decades, this initial leg up was what paved the way for Red Banner to reach the heights it enjoyed today.

However, these two companies were not the only ones to enjoy the fruits of Prestwich’s destruction. Every single organization present at the Council profited from this tragedy in some fashion.

Beck’s face grew solemn. “Then, blind man, you are...”

“That’s right. I also carry the last name of Prestwich. I was their steward. I watched our magnificent house crumble and could do nothing. But I did have the chance to save Young Master Desmond. I changed his name to protect him, then stole the resources of the fractured bits of our family to build the company I run today.

His revelations were met with anger from the rest of the company leaders. They stood up, shouting curses and calling their men to arms.

However, the blind man did not move from his seat or fear for his safety. He flippantly took a sip of his tea while their angry words washed over him. “As the years passed, I lived in quiet hatred. But I hobbled around, a helpless old blind man – until today. Now that the young master has returned, I don’t need to pretend any longer. In fact, I’m so tired of secrets I’ll reveal another one to you. I’ve slipped a little something into everyone’s tea, something I prepared specially for all of you. You have only yourselves to blame for dismissing this old man.”

“You crazy bastard!”

Beck started to feel something was wrong. Poison… this old lunatic poisoned their tea. He’d had several cups himself. Was he going to die with the rest of them?

Cold, raspy laughter hissed at them from the blind man. “It’s time. Time for you to pay for all of your crimes!”

“It was you Red Banner bastards that killed my mother years ago!” Desmond’s fury filled the field. He made no more effort to hide his identity as the last surviving member of the cursed Prestwich family. His hawk-like eyes first pierced the First Standard Bearer. “You want to train me? Show me, if you think you can!”

The First Bearer’s face was twisted in anger. He thrust his spear of flames directly at Desmond.

In the face of so fierce a strike, Desmond did not flinch. With a cold and crazy laugh, he grabbed forward, his hands wrapped in silk-thin gloves. But thin as they were, they stopped First Bearer’s spear like they were made of iron.

“Is this all you got? Red Banner’s guardians are pathetic!”

With his hands wrapped around the spear, Desmond cackled uncontrollably. For too long, he’d waited for this moment. Today, he would expose to everyone these criminals’ evil deeds and get vengeance for his parents.

CRACK!

The metallic spear was snapped in half. First Bearer felt his anger surge.

The spear had been awarded to him a decade ago when he went with President Roth to Imperia. For ten years, it was his treasured weapon, practically a piece of him. He’d lost count of how much blood it’d drunk in that time, only to be broken in the hands of this crazy idiot.

With the pieces of the broken relic in his hands, Desmond charged forward.

“You die first!”

Fast! First Bearer didn’t even hear the words. Before they reached his ears, the jagged shaft of his weapon was driven through his skull. The weapon pierced through to the other side, stained with blood and brain matter. It continued all the way through and lodged into the dirt several dozen meters away.

Boom! A crater now scarred the field at the point of impact. Spectators screamed in fear and shock at the scene. Was he a man or a monster?! He’d killed the First Bearer in a single blow!

However, Red Banner Company had one more representative. As First Bearer’s headless body slumped to the ground, Desmond’s eyes locked onto Cloudhawk. “You’ve only just joined Red Banner. I can see you’re hiding your strength. You’re better than these pieces of shit at least.”

Cloudhawk hesitated. “Oh? So what’s your plan?”

“Any trace of Red Banner or Seven Leaf must be destroyed. Every man, woman, child, infant, and elder!” Desmond was here to eradicate these organizations from the earth. The suffering his family had endured would be visited upon these fiends tenfold. “You’re strong. You have no connection to Red Banner. I’ll give you a chance to live.”

“What chance is that?” Cloudhawk asked calmly.

“I will be leaving the Silver Kingdom, and I need people. Join me. Be my henchman!” Desmond’s fervent eyes never wavered from Cloudhawk’s masked face. “This is my gift to you. Your one chance. If you refuse, you will die here with the rest of them.”

In Desmond’s eyes, this stranger had no choice. He might be hiding his power, but Desmond was on another level. He was the only person to escape Imperia in defiance of the king. No one in this shithole town could stand in his way.

“I’m sorry.” Cloudhawk shook his head and gave an unhurried response. “I can’t accept it. I need to win this Council and go to Imperia.”

“Go to Imperia?” Desmond’s face darkened further. Something in the depths of his memory spurred his anger to burn even hotter. “You dare refuse... You will regret your choice!”

“I don’t give a shit about whatever feud you all have.” Cloudhawk’s words grew hard and serious. “But I will give you some advice. Do not get in my way or you will be the one regretting your decisions.”

“Ignorant fool! I’ll show you what real power is!”


82 / End of the Council


Desmond was blinded by his need for vengeance and overconfidence.

He knew Cloudhawk was holding back but didn’t even bother to feel him out before launching into a full attack. He was convinced that any Chosen outside of Imperia would collapse after his first blow. There was no need to waste time being cautious.

As for Imperia’s Chosen? None of them would show up here! Even if they’d discovered Desmond’s betrayal, Imperia didn’t have time to dispatch a team to stop him.

From the moment Desmond revealed his identity, it was a mad dash to complete his revenge. Kill everyone and flee, that was the plan. He would leave the Silver Kingdom forever with his parents’ spirits satisfied.

He’d even thought about where to go next. He would make his way to the mysterious city of Nox. With his decision made, he would follow it through to the end. Until he could conceal himself in the shadows of the City of Evernight, he would never feel safe.

This idiot… if he is this eager to die, then so be it! He would show Cloudhawk the depths of his ignorance!

Desmond’s gossamer-thin gloves began to glow. He waved them in Cloudhawk’s direction, casting forth two rays of light. They screamed towards him like missiles.

Boom! The attack was surprisingly violent. All the ground around Cloudhawk rippled like the surface of a lake. The area around his feet gave way to form a crater. Dirt was spat into the air, and rocks were smashed into shards.

Was he human? Such incredible power! The power Desmond exhibited shocked not only the crowd but all the Venerated as well. None had ever met a Chosen who could wield strength like this. Even Seventh Leaf, who was renowned for his sturdy frame, would be blown apart by this attack!

Was this power he had taken from Imperia? Desmond was conceited, but perhaps he had good reason to be. Desmond paid no more mind to Cloudhawk. Trash like him couldn’t survive his attack. There were several more targets he had to deal with before he left.

He’d waited so long for this day. So long!

At the age of nine, he’d been spirited away from Redleaf, saved from death by his loyal house steward. For five years, he suffered cold and hunger in the Silver Kingdom, wandering from place to place. Eventually, he settled in another city. Having experienced the ups and downs of life, having seen the fickle and cruel nature of man, he decided to cultivate his skills as a Chosen.

Those were some of the most humiliating and difficult years of his life. He poured his blood, sweat, and tears into becoming stronger. At the time, he was so eager to enter Imperia, for it was a beacon of glory and righteousness. Humble and pious, he suffered the hardships of his life and eventually achieved his dream.

Desmond would never forget the excitement he felt the first time he met the king. But those feelings would not last forever. Soon, the secrets of the city were revealed. Its false face was peeled back, and he saw the truth. He learned in the harshest fashion how foolish his dreams had been.

What utopia could be found on this foul earth? Everything was like snow sculptures built on ice flows. No matter how beautiful the surface, beneath the ice was a cold, inhospitable abyss. Just when you thought you’ve come to grasp your dreams, fate conspired to send you tumbling into the icy depths. Faith was like thin ice over a lake surface. Dreams sank like rocks.

Desmond and his dreams had already drowned in that dark, cold world. He only began to feel like himself when he let those weighty dreams go. This realization was what prompted him to escape from Imperia and make the long trip back to the home of his cursed family, to finally get vengeance.

Desmond’s aim was to hunt down and slaughter everyone who had a hand in his family’s destruction. Blood was the only currency he would accept in recompense. So many long years had he kept this poison hidden in his heart that it was now the only thing left in his life to accomplish.

“Die! Today, you are all going to die!”

Desmond’s gloves still seethed with dangerous light. Fifth, Sixth, and Seventh Leaf gathered together to mount a defense. However, before the next phase of this fight broke out, something turned their eyes elsewhere, and they were stricken dumb by what they witnessed.

Although one section of the field had been blasted to pieces, the masked man in rags stood in the crater unscathed. Silently, those cold dark eyes peered from the mask, while his ruined cloak fluttered in the wind.

Desmond gaped openly. This worthless village housed someone able to fend off his attack? Well, if one blast wasn’t enough, then he would eat a second!

Desmond flung his hands towards Cloudhawk once again, releasing the stored energy in his gloves.

This time, the blasts were even stronger than the first. Beams of pure white energy slithered through the air like snakes. Halfway to their target, the two beams joined and grew even stronger. The two snakes had become a writhing white boa constrictor as it bore down on Cloudhawk.

Meanwhile, Cloudhawk’s cloak rose around his shoulders as if someone had turned off gravity. Yet while his cloak danced in an unseen wind, he didn’t move except to raise his left hand. He rammed his fist into the encroaching beam of energy.

This stranger would not dodge or hide and instead sought to go blow-for-blow against such an attack? Did he not understand that even if his arm was made of the finest steel, the assault would blow him into pieces?

His left arm was the one encased in the old-looking gauntlet. When he punched, the metallic armor gleamed. A repelling force shimmered into existence around Cloudhawk.

When the beam was a foot from its target, it stopped dead in the air. It simply hung there, vibrating, as though some unseen polar magnetic force was holding it at bay. Although the power in it could still be felt, there seemed to be no way for it to push forward much less destroy Cloudhawk.

Boom!

The beam detonated.

The energy it released was expelled in an arc around Cloudhawk. It swept around him, scouring the landscape but causing him no damage. With a single punch, he’d completely negated Desmond’s frightening onslaught.

“This is the best you got?”

Cloudhawk maintained his cold, derisive calm.

It wasn’t that Desmond was weak. In fact, he was roughly equivalent to a veteran demon hunter. Thinking back to Cloudhawk’s time in Hell’s Valley, Desmond would probably have been among the top tier of his Tartarus Squad – probably about the same as Gabriel. Even in a place like Skycloud, where talented youth were as numerous as clouds, he’d likely have made a reasonable name for himself.

Yet compared to where Cloudhawk was now, there was precisely nothing special about Desmond’s skills.

Disbelief was scrawled on Desmond’s features. What was someone this strong doing in Redleaf? He wielded more power than Desmond could begin to comprehend.

No... impossible! There was no reason he should be in this piece-of-shit city!

Desmond saw that his chance of regaining dignity for his family was slipping away. He could no longer keep his cool, and his relic gloves burned as bright as dual suns. In a fit of wild abandon, he flung a deluge of attacks towards this cursed stranger.

Cloudhawk narrowed his eyes. As the beams came tearing his way, their trajectories were marked clearly in his mind. These slow, clumsy attacks were no threat to him. Yet, as he was preparing to respond, a bone-deep pain took hold.

It felt like an electric current was burning through every cell in his body. It was so intense that it caused him to stumble. His heart seized. What a shitty time for his wounds to act up!

Faced with this siege, Cloudhawk was left with no choice but to hide behind his gauntlet. Each attack that landed shoved him back several meters. Five, six, seven blasts struck in quick succession before a final one sent him flying. His bandages were burned from the power, and tendrils of black smoke rose off his body.

Desmond stood panting and drenched in sweat. He only relaxed when he saw Cloudhawk get thrown to the ground. This stranger was strong – much stronger than the others – but he still couldn’t stand up to him. The only reason he’d survived so far was because he had a high-grade defensive relic.

“See what I am capable of! Die!” Desmond tried to seal Cloudhawk’s fate with another salvo of four or five beams.

Pain sealed off Cloudhawk’s mental powers, but that did not mean he was defenseless. He poured what he could into Oddball. In the instant the two resonated, a small figure darted off like a streak of golden lightning.

Boom! A series of deafening blasts arose. Desmond’s attacks all blasted across an enormous set of wings. They were a brilliant golden hue and glinted with a faint metallic sheen.

Oddball was now the height of two grown men. Monstrous in size, it’d finally grown out of the goofy fat phase and into a majestic creature wreathed in golden fire. Each feather shone brightly as the flames danced like sheets of gold in a furnace. Oddball had become a heavenly golden phoenix!

Cloudhawk had always treated Oddball like a pet. From time to time, he used the small bird to scout but rarely did he risk harming Oddball in a fight. As such, even he was stunned when his small friend transformed into such a magnificent creature.

Desmond’s blasts faded away. They’d done nothing against Oddball’s metallic plumage, for it had transformed into a dignified bird of wonder! Redleaf’s citizens stared in amazement. What divine beast was this? Incredible!

Errant sparks of golden energy crackled around Oddball’s beak. A moment later, it released a ray of golden light that shot towards Desmond. His eyes wide, he threw up his hands to protect himself, and a screen of pale white met the golden ray. It held, but Desmond’s face was twisted in fear and pain. He was defending himself, but it was clear he couldn’t hold for long.

“You think you can kill me when you can barely protect yourself from my beast?”

Cloudhawk was beginning to fight through the pain. As he spoke, a sinister crimson fire burned in his eyes. He released a powerful blast of psychic energy.

Desmond screamed. The mental assault overwhelmed him, severing his resonance with his relic.

The resulting explosion shook the ground. Desmond was flung away and hit the ground, unmoving, his body charred black. Alive. Cloudhawk had held back. He figured the guy could be of some use, so he spared his life.

Oddball shrank back into the pudgy, funny little bird everyone was familiar with. It fluttered back over to its master and alighted on his shoulder, chittering happily as though to say “did you see how awesome I was?!”

Excellent teamwork!

Cloudhawk’s sudden and unexpected injury had forced him to keep his real power concealed. This was a good thing, for if he’d been required to reveal what he was capable of, it would have garnered unwanted attention from the king and his men. He was an outsider here, and if he was seen as a threat, his chance to enter Imperia could be endangered.

Cloudhawk was tired. He turned to leave the ring, and at that moment, a dark understanding rose in the minds of the Venerated.

Cloudhawk was strong. Too strong. If he were allowed to live in Redleaf, what space would be left for them? He had to die. It was the only answer!

They were faced with this one opportunity to get him while he was weak. After defending himself from Desmond’s attacks, he had to be spent, at least according to Seventh Leaf. If they didn’t deal with him now, when would they have another chance?

Seventh Leaf’s face twisted into a fierce and bloodthirsty scowl. “This asshole will bring nothing but trouble. Kill him now!”

The three Seven Leaf fighters knew what he meant and agreed. They dispatched their beasts and summoned the power of their relics.

Cloudhawk was stunned that people this stupid could have survived so long. But they’d attacked him, and he had no reason to hold back.

Fifth Leaf was first. He raised an arm, summoning a protective screen. Sixth Leaf had his beast move around and attack Cloudhawk’s flank. Light poured off Seventh Leaf’s gauntlets as he prepared for his onslaught. None of them stopped for a moment to consider that Cloudhawk could take them all.

Cloudhawk watched them take their threatening postures with a cold smirk.

From his back, he pulled out the broken sword. He spun, whipping Ardent Wrath around. From it, he cast forth a horizontal torrent of fire several meters long. It tore across the field in an instant.

One swipe, that’s all it took. He returned his sword to his back, then left the field.

Fifth Leaf’s shield shattered like glass. The wave of fire swept past.

When the glare died down, the spectators looked back at the field to find three statues. They were charred humanoid figures whose flesh had turned to ashy coal. Nothing remained for them to tell who was who.

Three of the city’s ultimate warriors. Dead from one blow.

Cloudhawk had tamped down on his powers as much as he could. Had he not held back, there wouldn’t even be corpses to mark their passing. Even their bones would’ve turned to ash.


83 / Night Visit


Cloudhawk had not anticipated Beck Roth’s death. Not just Beck. Seven Leaf Company’s Otus and several other company leaders had also succumbed to the poison. All dead.

Cloudhawk looked down at the corpses with their puffy, blue-black faces dripping with oily sweat. Their grim faces were twisted with the pain, anger, and fear they felt in the moments of their deaths. This was definitely a situation Cloudhawk had not expected to find himself in.

Beck and Otus were Redleaf’s most powerful men. Their ambitions kept them striving for more, but who’d have thought that their ambitions would be their undoing? All their lives, the two had struggled against one another. Everyone had thought that one day, they would be the death of each other. Funny how that worked out. Never in their wildest dreams did anyone think that their end would be brought about by an outside force. This was especially true for Beck and Otus.

Man was never safe from misfortune. No one knew what the future might hold. If these men had known that all their struggles and ambitions would all end up being for naught, would they have changed their ways?

No one would ever know.

Cloudhawk scratched his head, at a loss for what to do. It was a marked change for him, but ever since the battle for Sanctuary and the following coma, he preferred to think on things a little more.

Maybe the meaning of life was just that: to think. Or maybe it was thinking that caused people to grow up.

Cloudhawk’s attention was drawn to another wrinkled old body. It was the blind man. He’d also succumbed to the poison tea, but he’d been cut down before the poison could take him.

Even though he was a mess of hacked-off limbs and exposed guts, there was a smile on his face. That was the smile of a man who was convinced he was the only winner. A man who felt his death was a good one.

He’d waited and struggled for so many years. Finally, the young master had returned, stronger than anyone else. There was no question in his mind that Desmond would get vengeance for their family. He would bring the Prestwich family back to the fire. That was a fine cause to sacrifice himself for. If his life was the cost for sweeping away all obstacles before the young master, then it was more than a fair trade.

He’d died before he saw what became of Desmond. Burned, beaten, crippled. Far from getting vengeance, he himself was in danger of being erased.

Did the blind man’s sacrifice mean anything? This was a false premise.

Death represented finality. Death was nothingness. When someone died, their world died with them. Nothing that happens afterward means anything to them. The mightiest of men, the greatest of heroes, the vilest of villains – all that mattered to them up in smoke the moment they stopped breathing. The most admirable, the most incomprehensible, and the most ignorant thing a man could do was sacrifice himself.

As Cloudhawk sat, deep in thought, a small figure approached with a group behind him. He had a frightened look in his eyes when he regarded the stranger. To him, this man wasn’t just an outsider anymore. He was their ruler. With a flick of his wrist, he could claim any life he wanted.

Cloudhawk regarded him with narrowed eyes. “Second Bearer?”

Without a moment’s hesitation, everyone fell to their knees before him.

“Pres… President Roth is dead!” Second Bearer lowered his head and addressed Cloudhawk reverently. He did his utmost to show this man in rags humility and respect. He pressed his head to the ground. “The others and I wish to beg for your support, to be our new leader. We will do whatever you command!”

Cloudhawk looked at the two surviving Standard Bearers, Second and Third. He saw the panic in their eyes. In the end, it was the iron fist that always won. The truth that strength seized power was true anywhere. After Cloudhawk defeated Desmond and ended the Venerated with one blow, these men understood that they were less than nothing in the eyes of this man.

A handful of days prior, Second and Third Bearer had been clamoring to fight Cloudhawk. Just the thought made them break out in a cold sweat. He was no man. He was a monster that would have gobbled them up in an instant.

Nothing about this small city enticed Cloudhawk. However, he could use Red Banner’s resources to get him into Imperia. As their president, it would give him the prestige he needed.

So he agreed.

The decision thrilled Second and Third Bearer. They hadn’t expected him to accept.

Second Bearer practically tripped over himself as he spoke. “Otus Blanc is dead along with the Venerated. With your support and the other companies in chaos, shouldn’t we...?”

Cloudhawk wasn’t the least bit interested in consolidating power. He waved at the two men dismissively. “From now on, you two are my proxies. Do what’s needed in my name. If anyone disagrees, come find me.”

“Thank you, boss. You are peerless.”

“Who in this city would dare stand against you?”

“Yes, yes! All the riches, businesses, and women are yours!”

Second and Third were like completely different men. All of a sudden, they were tail-wagging mutts begging for scraps. Having made it this far, while it didn’t prove they were the smartest fellows, it did show they weren’t stupid either. It was clear as day that Redleaf was standing on the cusp of a new era. The only person with the power to make any sort of decision was this man before them.

If they could use this historic change in Redleaf to become this stranger’s right hands, they would surely see huge benefits in terms of both personal status and wealth. Compared to that, what did the loss of a little dignity mean?

Cloudhawk dismissed them, and the two men left happily.

They quickly set about their business. They called together the members of Red Banner and had them go door to door, claiming the right to nearly every business in the city. Almost everyone had seen what Cloudhawk was capable of, so there was a healthy fear regarding the man. The combined leadership of Redleaf’s six major companies had all died as well, so there was no one to stand in Cloudhawk’s way.

The five other companies in Redleaf all came under the control of Red Banner. Merely the suggestion of force from Cloudhawk was enough to make his company a domineering entity. Any resistance was ground to dust.

Of course, such a seismic change was sure to throw the city into chaos. Luckily, Red Banner was already large and strong, so fierce opposition did not materialize. In the end, this transition of power went relatively smoothly.

Cloudhawk could not care less.

He didn’t care whether he was welcomed in the city. He cared even less about Second Bearer and Third Bearer and their schemes to increase their riches. In fact, the only thing in this city that Cloudhawk was at all interested in was Desmond.

He had to pick this guy’s brain, learn what he’d seen and experienced. With his level of strength, he surely did well for himself in Imperia.

After all, this fallen kingdom could not compare to the likes of Skycloud. Out there, a veteran demon hunter reached about the mid-levels in terms of prestige. Here, however, a talented man of his age had to be worth his weight in ancient tech.

Desmond had to know a lot about the capital. Furthermore, something he discovered prompted him to want to leave.

Cloudhawk was likely to be facing an unknown and unpredictable opponent. He couldn’t afford to be rash or underestimate his foes. There were guards at the door leading to where he was keeping Desmond, and though they were nothing to Cloudhawk, he couldn’t afford to take any chances. With a snap, he summoned a field of power, an ability he’d learned in the past – a field of silence.

This parlor trick was sometimes invaluable.

Desmond’s body was burned black. He was dripping with dozens of thick, heavy chains to keep him bound, but his ragged breathing indicated how weak he was.

Cloudhawk had held back as much as he could. However, such an injury to a man with Desmond’s constitution was enough to leave him at death’s door. If he didn’t receive help, he would die before the night was over.

To this end, Cloudhawk produced a mirror from his clothing. This was the Rekindling Lens he’d taken from Archbishop Zoren Leclair. A relic of this caliber went far beyond what these Chosen could imagine. In fact, in Cloudhawk’s stern opinion, these Chosen would cower before a demon hunter equipped with scraps.

When he reached into it with his mind, the Rekindling Lens began to glow. Its light shone down upon Desmond, and with the relic’s miraculous healing abilities, he started to recover.

Before long, the man’s eyes fluttered open.

Cloudhawk had put the relic away and vanished from view before he could be noticed.

He watched unseen as Desmond struggled against his bonds. These were special chains, however, strong enough to keep an angry bull restrained. A Chosen with no artifacts had no hope of breaking free.

Right now, Desmond was about as threatening as a foot soldier.

Cloudhawk’s growling voice called to him from the ether. “I have questions.”

“Who’s there?! Who’s talking?!” Fear turned Desmond’s face white. “Come out and show yourself!”

Of course, Cloudhawk would not oblige. Even his voice came out as a raspy, guttural snarl from behind the mask. It made it impossible to tell anything about him. With Cloudhawk’s invisibility powers, there was no way Desmond could know his identity. “Your king. What is he? What are his weaknesses?”

When he first heard the questions, Desmond paused. Then, his expression began to change.

If these were the questions this mysterious voice was asking, then he certainly wasn’t from the Silver Kingdom. An outsider, with such powerful stealth abilities… he had to be some sort of foreign assassin.

“What are you? Did you come from the forbidden area? Why do you ask these questions? Are you going to kill him?”

Cloudhawk thought for a moment. “You wouldn’t be incorrect in assuming as much.”

“Hahahaha! You absolute fool! You’re asking for death. No one can kill the king! He has no weaknesses! Even your Noxian governor, the powerful Khan of Evernight, can’t kill him! Do you think you’re some kind of threat with your tricks and invisibility?” Desmond’s mad laughter suddenly cut off, and his tone grew desperate. “Let me go! Get me out of here! Take me to Nox and let me meet the Khan, I’ll tell him everything I know! Quickly, let me go!”

Cloudhawk scowled. “What do you know?”

Desmond struggled and screamed. “Let me go!”

Suddenly, outside the prison doors, there was light and the sound of approaching footsteps.

Cloudhawk’s mastery of the field of silence was profound. He had perfected the art of controlling sound long ago. No one outside could hear what was happening inside, but those inside could hear the outside world perfectly. In addition, the ability of the field to absorb louder sounds had also grown. Cloudhawk could detonate a bomb in this chamber and no one would hear it.

“This is it,” a voice said. It was Imperia’s emissary, the man they’d sent to oversee the Chosen Council. The way he spoke sounded respectful, deferential. “The traitor should still be alive but badly wounded.”

A raspy voice responded, “Desmond is strong. Who wounded him so badly?”

“As far as I have learned,” the emissary replied, “it was a member of the local power.”

“This place can produce a man of such strength? Desmond is not a foe easily defeated!”

“Enforcers! Imperia has sent its Enforcers!” The sound of footsteps came closer, and each step made Desmond more frightened. “The king sent them here to get me. Let me go! Get me out of here!”

This was very inconvenient. Cloudhawk frowned. “I can’t.”

It wasn’t that he couldn’t save the man. The question was why should he? If Desmond were to suddenly disappear, the king’s men would be crawling all over this city. Cloudhawk’s identity had been built on toothpicks, and if he came under scrutiny, it wouldn’t hold up.

“I can’t go back!” Desmond twisted against the chains. “Kill me! Please just kill me!”

Cloudhawk was taken aback by his reaction. What was he so afraid of?

To avoid Desmond causing a fuss, Cloudhawk released another burst of psychic energy. It struck Desmond with full force and knocked him unconscious. He’d be out for at least two or three days. He wouldn’t be causing any problems for now.

The door opened.

Cloudhawk watched as a cadre of silver-masked men filed into the prison cell. They were all clad in fine cloaks and vintage chain mail. Each of them exuded formidable strength and was about equal to Desmond. They were a pretty capable unit.

“Did you say he was near death? He hardly looks injured at all.”

The emissary looked at Desmond’s unconscious form in disbelief. “Eh… impossible. I saw it myself, he-”

“It looks like the idiot was just careless. He thought he’d be unbeatable outside of Imperia. He overestimated someone and got knocked on his ass.” One of the Enforcers, a woman, made her determination in a contemptuous voice. “Whoever beat him isn’t as strong as you seemed to think. Lucky, more likely.”

The leader’s voice was calm and calculating. “Whatever the case, collect him and let’s go.”

Cloudhawk remained hidden in the corner, frowning, watching it all unfold.

He was strong enough to do what he wanted without these people getting in the way, but now wasn’t the time to be creating more problems for himself. He needed to get into Imperia as soon as possible.


84 / Divine Beast Ranks


Dawn broke and lit up the city. Imperia’s Enforcers had arrived.

Cloudhawk wasn’t surprised. Desmond was strong, and his defeat in a small place like Redleaf was abnormal. Whether or not they found Cloudhawk’s identity suspicious, the Enforcers had to come and see what was going on. The two Chosen Enforcers who came to him were the same two who Cloudhawk had spied on the night before.

Right away, he knew the calm one was their leader. The other was the lone female in their Enforcer group.

They were both dressed in standard mail armor, but Cloudhawk could sense the weak hum of relic power. They were likely the standard relic equipment for Chosen in this place. Silver masks concealed their faces, but their gaits were telling enough. The man was in the prime of his life, and the woman with him was quite young.

Red Banner, as the local power, had the run of this small town. They’d never encountered people like this before. They scrambled around like obedient dogs.

The male Enforcer paused a moment to get the measure of Cloudhawk. “You are the Chosen who defeated Desmond?”

“That’s right. Desmond underestimated me, and I managed to capitalize on his mistake.” Cloudhawk adopted a subservient, humble appearance. “I had no idea he was a traitor from Imperia or that he was here to try and exact vengeance on Redleaf. Now we have Master Enforcers in our humble town.”

“Desmond is a public enemy in the eyes of Imperia. He was cunning and left false trails to try and throw us off. We were surprised to learn he was here. If you hadn’t had defeated him, it is very likely he would have escaped.”

His tone suddenly changed.

“Desmond is strong and not an easy one to defeat. Even if he was careless, it would take someone with considerable skill to deal with him. We’ve spoken with several citizens who witnessed the fight, and they tell us you more than defeated him – you also killed three of the city’s strongest Chosen in a single blow.”

“Hmph!” The woman suddenly slammed the table. “You must be crazy to kill three Chosen like that. Are you not aware that all Chosen are under the king’s protection? If you don’t explain yourself immediately, you will be arrested!”

Cloudhawk was quick to defend himself. “They tried to kill me first. I was defending myself, and it all got a little carried away.”

“Carried away?” She sounded incredulous. “I’ve seen the bodies. They’ve been totally carbonized! This is ‘a little carried away’? If you ask me, you intended to murder them!”

The man raised his hand, reining her in. “Injuries during the Chosen Council are expected. It isn’t a matter worth discussing. I only have one question for you: How did you defeat Desmond? I would ask that you be clear and honest in your response.”

It was a poignant question he couldn’t escape.

“Desmond is a lot stronger than me. I was only able to beat him because...” In a flash of inspiration, Cloudhawk threw Oddball under the proverbial bus. “Because of my divine beast!”

“Because of this bird?”

“That’s right. I found it six years ago during one of my trips. I don’t know much about it except it’s very strong. If you spoke to the witnesses, then you know Desmond had me on the ropes. If it wasn’t for my divine beast, I’d probably be dead.”

The Enforcers indeed had pieced together what happened during the Chosen Council. Descriptions of the giant golden bird of fire were consistent among several witnesses. Was this pudgy little thing supposed to be that titan? That seemed… unlikely.

The Enforcers peered intently at the small golden thing.

Oddball was like some strange sort of owl, about the size of two fists side by side. He was slightly pudgy-looking and was covered in golden feathers. Big round eyes looked back at the Enforcers. It looked like a curious little pet, hardly a mighty divine beast.

Of course, experienced Chosen knew that a divine beast’s real power wasn’t revealed on the surface. The pudgy bird’s unassuming exterior didn’t mean it wasn’t fierce when it needed to be.

“There is no divine beast like this in the Registry. It must be some new species,” the man muttered to himself. “Glawyn, you brought the grade-stone, yes? If we identify the beast’s rank, we can see its strength.”

Cloudhawk’s curiosity was piqued by their exchange. “Divine beasts have ranks?”

“Five, in fact, in ascending order from fourth rank, third rank, second rank, first rank, and S – or special – rank. Detecting which rank a divine beast falls into is simple.” The one called Glawyn retrieved and opened a small wooden box from behind her. Inside was a round crystal that she took into her hand. “Place a drop of the divine beast’s blood on the grade-stone and it will glow with a strength corresponding to the creature.”

It was the first time Cloudhawk had heard of anything like this. Oddball twittered its disapproval but obliged when its master pricked its leg for a drop of blood.

The Enforcers held out their crystal to receive the drop. After a few minutes, a bright, blinding light burst from within the relic like someone had turned on a light bulb.

“This...” The results clearly surprised the Enforcers. Oddball’s rank defied expectations – first grade at least, maybe even at the cusp of S-rank. Such a creature was rare throughout the kingdom, to say nothing of a small city like Redleaf.

“How the hell did you get so lucky?! You just stumbled on this divine beast?”

Divine beasts were different from relics. Relics were only given out by the king, and the higher-grade ones were restricted to Imperia. If Cloudhawk had revealed the strength of his relics, the Enforcers would certainly have arrested him and brought him to the capital. Who knows what would happen to him then?

The female Enforcer looked again at the pudgy little bird, both jealous and amazed. “It doesn’t look like much at all. No wonder you were able to beat Desmond.”

“Do you have any more questions for me?” Cloudhawk pressed.

“No, we have other pressing matters to attend to. We won’t trouble you any further.” It hadn’t been their intention to come here and put Cloudhawk’s feet to the coals. They were just trying to get a feel for what had happened and to get to the truth of things.

Oddball’s obvious strength put their suspicions to rest. As far as they knew, Cloudhawk was just a very lucky man. He had average strength, but a mighty divine beast had come to call him master. Once that was the case, there was no changing it. They could only look on with jealousy.

No more questions. Imperia’s Enforcers saw nothing else worth their time. They were just here to bring back a fugitive. To avoid complications, they had to leave Redleaf as soon as possible.

As they were leaving, the Enforcer called Glawyn offered Cloudhawk a final word. “The tributes will be conducted soon. If you’re lucky, maybe we’ll meet again in Imperia. A beast like yours is a real find. You’re a lucky man. Take good care of it.”

With that, the Enforcers took their leave.

Cloudhawk scratched Oddball’s neck. “Hell, it seems you’ve got a lot more potential than I thought, little one.”

He didn’t know how accurate these grade-stones were, however, and divine beasts evolved with time. It could very well be the special feed Dawn had given him, or the eboncrys, or the otherworldly spirits that made Oddball so strong.
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The next day.

Second Bearer brought a crowd of new recruits before Cloudhawk. They presented themselves in an orderly fashion to Red Banner’s new president. Among them were former enemies, suddenly eager to follow Cloudhawk’s lead. It was no surprise since Cloudhawk’s strength had been obvious to everyone who witnessed the Council. No one dared to lift their head in defiance.

Second Bearer and the others had been busy. Over the last two days, they’ve systematically gone through the entire city. No opposition to Red Banner’s dominance remained.

If Cloudhawk had been willing, he could make this beautiful land of hot springs his seat of power. If he was still the person he was years ago – with no ties or responsibilities – he would have done so gladly. However, the Cloudhawk of today had no interest in Redleaf. He had a mission to complete and some promises to keep. Redleaf was a stepping stone on his path to Imperia. He didn’t intend to stay here any longer than was necessary.

“Redleaf is in a special period where we must prioritize stability. We need restraint, so I do not want to hear about rivalries or retaliations.” Cloudhawk got right to the point. “I don’t have any experience in managing things from day to day, so I’m going to make a proposition. We combine every family, company, and faction to establish a Redleaf Assembly. Each chooses standing members, and a president is selected from among the delegates. This group is responsible for representing the people of Redleaf, consolidating resources to look after the city, and maintaining unity.”

It was a stunning proclamation. An assembly? Did that mean Cloudhawk wasn’t planning to run the whole show himself? Eyes lit up as the more ambitious realized the implications. They rubbed their greedy hands together at the thought. If they could earn a spot in the assembly, they would have real power.

Cloudhawk’s intention was to create a governmental body to help Redleaf through this transitional phase and prevent the city from falling into chaos after the death of its leaders. Once there was an established system of governance, things wouldn’t fall apart when Cloudhawk left.

Before, he wouldn’t have cared about leaving a mess. These were tiny fish in a little pond. However, as Cloudhawk grew stronger and he grew closer to others, he learned that there were responsibilities one had to bear in life.

Even though he had no interest in staying here, now that he was in a position of power, he had to take that seriously. That was the duty power imparted, what was required of one who held it. He had to do it, even if it was for no other reason than peace of mind and carrying fewer burdens forward into the future.

Cloudhawk couldn’t help but think of Adder. He still remembered the man’s dying words. Some people were born to be leaders. Others were born to be traitors. Maybe Adder was right.

“From today onward, we must spare no effort in preparing our tribute for the king.” He paused before adding, “I want to introduce someone who will help us with the preparations.”

The eyes of the crowd turned towards a dark figure. He was strange, dressed from head to toe in metallic black armor. Even his face was hidden behind a full mask. A heavy black cloak made him look like a lumbering shadow. He was not as ragged as Cloudhawk yet undoubtedly was an outsider.

None of them would have believed it if they were told this was Nox’s governor, the Khan of Evernight.

Here, Nox was a place of legend. Ever swathed in darkness, it was a den of evil and demonic forces. Its denizens were beast-like monsters that ate creatures raw and gorged on their blood. The leader, their Khan of Evernight, was said to be a monster with three heads and six arms. Or so that’s the story these people heard.

Who would pay any mind to a nobody Cloudhawk threw into the mix?

Cloudhawk had needed to find some way to get the Khan into Imperia with him. Now that Redleaf was essentially under his control, he didn’t need to force it. Resolving the problem was as easy as putting the Khan in charge.

For the next few days, everything ran smoothly. Cloudhawk established the Assembly and elected members.

He paid special attention to the Summer-Autumn Company, lifting Craig Vista up as a permanent member. He went further by gifting them a number of Chosen previously sworn to Red Banner. It was his last act of thanks for how they treated him.

Once everything was ready, Cloudhawk set off for Imperia with an entourage and the items prepared for tribute. His deteriorating condition could not be ignored any longer. He had to finish what he came here to do.


85 / Legendary Demon Hunter


The nearby battlefield left from the Great War was like a giant refrigerator. Its biting cold affected the climate even far from its edges. A swath of the Silver Kingdom was blanketed in a terrible blizzard.

The choking cold brought with it a blanket of snow. It blinded the eyes, and screeching winds deafened the ears. The gusts were so intense that the travel animals were almost blown over. Daggers of ice scraped against the travelers’ faces, making it difficult to breathe.

Clang! Clang! The sounds of the sleighs clattering could barely be heard above the roaring winds. A crew of about a hundred people trudged through the storm at a snail’s pace.

At the head of the pack was the man who had recently come to lead Redleaf City, Cloudhawk. He’d earned the right to pay tribute to the king after winning the Council and was making his way to Imperia with papers signed by the capital’s emissary. Once everything was in order, he had set off immediately with his entourage and the items he planned to provide as tribute. He fixed his eyes ahead and pressed through the grueling weather towards his goal.

This blizzard was no danger. Even injured, his physicality was practically superhuman. If this weather couldn’t stop the tenacious people of this realm, it wasn’t going to have any effect on someone like Cloudhawk. All it managed to do was slow his team down.

It’d been five days since they left Redleaf. The Silver Kingdom wasn’t very large, so by all rights, they should have been close to their destination by now. However, the blizzard would not let up, and it was impossible to know precisely how far away they really were. It was a fact that caused no end of frustration.

“The Shepherd God decided to establish her realm in a place like this?” Cloudhawk grumbled his frustrations to the Khan of Evernight, who walked by his side. The storm was loud, so it was hard for anyone to hear anyone who wasn’t standing right next to them.

“The foundations of the six Elysian lands were selected when the gods first came. Perhaps their problems did not come immediately. It is more likely war came to this realm’s borders only after it had some time to grow. By that point, the Shepherd God’s lands had expanded. It is probably why anything exists here at all after their patron’s betrayal.”

Even though the Shepherd God’s Elysian realm had fallen and even though it was blanketed in snow and ice, it was still a paradise compared to other places. Its population couldn’t compare to a more established realm like Skycloud, but it still numbered in the millions. That being the case, why had not the people been brought under the domain of some other god or demon? Maybe the twisted demons of the wastes could be ignored, but these folk remained uncorrupted. Wasn’t that who the gods and demons purported to have been trying to save?

“We’re almost at the king’s city,” Cloudhawk went on. “It’s important you don’t hide anything from me. I need to know where the Demon King’s blood crystal is and whether this king is some sort of god or demon himself. What kind of power am I about to face?”

It was a fact that continuously rankled Cloudhawk, that none of the information was clear or readily available. No matter how strong he was, he didn’t know the best way to use that power.

“They keep the blood crystal in the capital’s Temple.” The Khan spoke in that same digitized, monotonous tone. “As for the king, we do not have much information. He calls himself the Silverwing Monarch. We suspect him to be human.”

Nothing helpful had been revealed in that sentence. Human? What a joke! The stories he’d heard suggested otherwise. He supposedly had been alive for over a thousand years, likely a survivor of the Great War. It didn’t matter how strong a human was. Even someone like Arcturus Cloude couldn’t stave off death for that long. A thousand-year-old human seemed ridiculous.

There were also discrepancies among high-ranked demon hunters. Ravenous Tiger, Augustus Cloude, and Gabriel were all upper-tier demon hunters. But then there was Selene, Dawn, Frost, and Adder as well. Their “ranks” were the same, but the gulf of power between the two groups was immense.

Above veteran demon hunters were Master Demon Hunters, of which the last generation in Skycloud had seen only three. Sterling and Baldur Cloude weren’t necessarily stronger than Janus Umbra or Ramiel Caelestis. “Master Demon Hunter” was an honorary title, marking them as hunters who had triumphed over demons at least once.

As for the Legendary Demon Hunters he’d heard about? That was more than just a label. As far as Cloudhawk knew, there had only ever been ten, all appearing within a hundred years of the Great War.

Each and every one of them was a champion among Master Demon Hunters. Not only were they the peak of what demon hunters could achieve, but they’d also accomplished amazing feats in their lifetimes. According to ancient records, the first ancestor of the Cloude family was one such Legendary Demon Hunter. His exploits helped create Skycloud and its incredible capital.

Obviously, considering what the family had produced since that time, the Cloudes had inherited their ancestor’s superior genes. Over the generations, the Cloude family had an impressive number of Master Demon Hunters in their ranks.

Of them, Arcturus Cloude’s power likely matched or exceeded that of his forebears, perhaps even that of the founder of his lineage. Yet even so, he was called Master and not Legendary because power was only one facet. It was not the only measure considered when that title was granted.

Could it be that this “king” was a Legendary Demon Hunter?! No… even that didn’t seem likely. Too many uncertainties. Too many unknowns.

A human’s power typically came from training and development. Though weak at the outset, persistent cultivation could temper them to superhuman levels. Even the stupidest person with a thousand years of training could become one of the strongest things in the world.

It had to be especially true for Legendary Demon Hunters. A thousand years would make them unthinkably strong! Was this why Judas was so reluctant to attack the Silver Kingdom?

There were many doubts with regard to the Khan’s words. For the time being, it was impossible to know the truth.

“Sir! We’ve arrived. The door is ahead!” Surprised shouts reached his ears.

Cloudhawk narrowed his eyes and peered through the swirling snow. A dark outline that was large enough to be a mountain was revealed. It stretched at least five hundred meters tall – a natural, daunting barrier.

The group clustered around its base. The only other thing before them was a snow-clad ladder.

Cloudhawk craned his neck and saw that halfway up the sheer cliff was a neatly carved entrance a couple hundred meters tall and about a meter wide. It appeared to be a door.

A shaft of light shone out from it. It caught the ice in the air and created a rainbow of color that hung overhead. This was called the Heavenly Gate, and it was breathtaking.

They felt like insects before this massive edifice.

It was the entrance to Imperia, one of four such passages to where the king ruled. They were the only way in and out. No amount of force was going to make another portal. The enchantments that protected Imperia were powerful and immense, protecting it from the air, the ground, and even below.

Even these passes were not easily breached. The enchantments sheltered them as well, and they were protected by small forts.

Immediately upon reaching the Heavenly Gate, Cloudhawk and his people were stopped by guards and checked. Their paperwork was checked, for anyone wishing to enter Imperia had to have the right approvals.

Once the paperwork was complete, each person entering the city had to be checked individually. The soldiers were checking for contraband or other illegal items.

It took quite a while for all the formalities to cease, but eventually, the guards were satisfied. When the passage was opened, Cloudhawk finally began to relax.

But was that it? Not in the least! From the initial check to finally entering Imperia, there were at least three different checkpoints. They had only just passed the first. Yet, strangely, the moment they entered, the climate changed dramatically. The roaring winds and biting cold dispersed like someone had flipped a switch to bring on summer. Those enchantments that protected the city also gifted it a moist and comfortable atmosphere.

“What’s this?”

After coming out on the other side, Cloudhawk could see nothing but mist stretching off into the horizon. Stranger than its massive scale, however, were the inexplicable shadows he saw within. Sometimes, he saw things like mountains. Other times, there were buildings. They were always changing positions, making it impossible to tell where he was going.

“This is Fog Ridge. It’s another potent defense for the city. Here, illusions constantly reach out from the fog to confuse attackers. If one isn’t careful, one could get lost and never emerge. Even if a force could fight its way through the Heavenly Gate, there remains the real possibility that they get lost forever here.”

Quite the trick. It didn’t matter how strong your army was if they never found the battlefield.

So formidable were Imperia’s defenses that it seemed impossible any large force could break in. Armies were useless in this fog. Cloudhawk figured he likely wasn’t the first infiltrator to find his way inside, but there wasn’t much a single person could do.

Fog Ridge had only one route. Traversing it successfully required a guide. Cloudhawk’s group stuck close together as they picked their way through the mist.

Eventually, their path ended at the edges of a forest. As they neared, the entourage was frightened to discover that the trees seemed to have a life of their own. They could even move. Obviously, it was another guard against intruders. Any who came in unannounced would be torn apart by the foliage.

It was Imperia’s third line of defense, called the Carnivorous Forest. As the name implied, the trees ate flesh and drank blood. Trying to pass through without a guide was an invitation for the forest to attack.

However, they made it through unscathed. At last, emerging on the other side, Cloudhawk and his entourage laid eyes on Imperia, land of the Silverwing Monarch.


86 / Seeing the Tree


Cloudhawk faced the mysterious city sprawled out before him. His eyes instinctively widened, for he couldn’t believe such a place existed in this ice-choked land.

Imperia was nothing more than an expanded version of Woodland Vale. While a little surprising, it made perfect sense. After all, it was once the realm of the Shepherd God. As it just so happened, Cloudhawk had considerable experience with Silvana’s homes.

The Shepherd God’s strongest powers lay in control of plants and animals. Everywhere her presence was felt – whether Woodland Vale or Greenland – the city was dominated by an enormous God Tree. In comparison, they could be considered equivalent to the energy pylons of Skycloud. These trees drew energy from the environment to create far-reaching protective enchantments.

For a thousand years no one had gained entry into Woodland Vale. Once its borders were activated, even someone like Arcturus couldn’t force his way inside. Meadow’s1 enchantments were even more powerful. It was not surprising that even demon elder Judas and his Noxian armies were thwarted.

Once Cloudhawk and his group had left the Carnivorous Forest behind them, they found themselves at the base of the God Tree. He lifted his eyes to see its cloud-scraping canopy, stricken by the sight. This tree was different – different from every other tree he’d seen. In fact, he was willing to swear there was nothing else like it in the world.

It was a stunning presentation of blooming flowers, so large that it was difficult to wrap one’s mind around. While not much taller than the God Tree in Woodland Vale, it was more than twice as thick.

The city built within its boughs had been named Oakstead, also known as the City of a Thousand Trees. Imperia, seat of the king, was how it had come to be known by the citizens of the Silver Kingdom over time. Woodland Vale’s God Tree housed a few hundred thousand people, but Imperia gave shelter to several million.

Cloudhawk continued to drag his eyes across the scene. The base of the tree was like an enormous black wall or a lofty mountain face. It was so massive that you couldn’t even see the curve of the trunk’s edges. It was like standing at the foot of a colossus.

Right now, there were several groups gathered at the base of the tree. Judging by their clothing and equipment, it was clear that they came from all over the kingdom.

For some, it obviously wasn’t their first time. Though they gazed upon the God Tree with devout reverence, it wasn’t with the same degree of amazement. Others stared with eyes so wide that they threatened to roll out of their skulls. They almost wanted to prostrate themselves in the dirt with faces of zealous awe.

Different places, different cultures. Sometimes, the discrepancies were quite marked.

Meadow was on the southern border of the ancient battlefield, whereas Skycloud was to its north. They might as well have been in completely different worlds. In fact, Cloudhawk sort of felt the same as when he slipped into different dimensions. Whether it was culture or environment, Meadow was completely different from Skycloud.

“Welcome to the magnificent Imperia.” A man dressed in the city’s livery presented himself before the group. “You are all victors of the Chosen Council in your respective cities and have come to pay tribute to our king. I must congratulate you on winning this opportunity to enter our fair capital. Each of you is permitted to remain here for no longer than one day. I encourage you to do the most with this gift while it lasts.”

The messenger continued to heap voluminous praise upon the Silverwing Monarch. He praised his king as no less than a god, whose unerring guidance brought this kingdom from squalor to splendor. Through his grace, the people of the Silver Kingdom had come to know prosperity. As they listened, the visitors to Imperia ate it all up. For the normal folk of this kingdom, the Silverwing Monarch held an unalienable place in their hearts.

Cloudhawk, however, was reminded of Desmond’s words. He wondered what happened to him, now that he was in the hands of the king’s Enforcers.

“You are about to be admitted into Imperia. Besides a few restricted areas, you are free to do what you like and go where you please. Remember to abide by our laws, for the dignity of our grand city must never be challenged. If you ignore this warning, no forgiveness will be given to you.”

With this final warning, the messenger put a small horn to his lips and blew. The visitors all felt a powerful gust of wind sweep by overhead.

Several enormous birds were summoned by the horn’s call, emerging from hollows in the trunk of the God Tree. They were huge things, with wingspans a hundred meters long, majestic golden plumage, and three heads each. Strangely, each head was a different color. They worked together harmoniously and filled the area with a sense of power.

The three-headed rocs served as airships. They glided to the base of the God Tree, buffeting the crowd with fierce winds. They landed with enough force to make the ground tremble, as if mountains were falling all around them.

“Do not be afraid!” The messenger tried to soothe the newcomers. “These divine beasts dwell within the God Tree and protect our home. They are our king’s most loyal guardians. They will bring you into the city.”

It seemed the rocs were quite intelligent for they needed no orders to bend over and allow the humans to start climbing up their wings. With a mixture of excitement and trepidation, the visitors clambered onto the backs of these incredible creatures.

Each roc could carry roughly two hundred people.

Cloudhawk stood on the back of one. Except for the massive feathers beneath his feet, it felt like he was standing in a city square. It was an extremely wide space so that even when the bird took off, he hardly felt it. The feathers were as tough as iron. These rare, magnificent creatures were full of raw power.

What’s more, Cloudhawk could clearly sense the hum of relic power from each of them.

That meant every roc was a divine beast and must have special abilities besides their sheer size. In a fight, they had to be deadly, more than most could envisage. Cloudhawk had never encountered a divine beast of this size or more than one of a particular sort of divine beast. What governed these rocs? Was it the king himself?

Every passing moment made him more suspicious. There were so many unanswered questions.

The rocs were fast as one might imagine. They flew a full circle around the God Tree and spiraled towards its canopy. Just as they’d witnessed from below, the top was like a singular magnificent blossom.

There were no limbs, more like an herbaceous plant than a tree. Its enormous leaves stretched towards the horizon in all directions so that it looked like half of a giant flower bud. When looking down on it from above, it was revealed that there were indeed no limbs except for those that existed inside the “bud”.

The trunk of the tree was hollow. Its branches grew inward and upward. At the top of each branch was a giant leaf-like lotus sprouting from the depths of a pond. The leaf pads existed like islets upon which settlements were constructed.

Cloudhawk looked down on them and saw at least a dozen such islets, each with buildings of various kinds constructed on the leaves. Though isolated, each pad was connected by a series of bridges. The pads came in different shapes and sizes so that no one was the same as any other. They were scattered through the God Tree’s trunk at random. The final result was a sprawling urban system suspended over a massive drop.

The space between the highest and lowest pad was at least five hundred meters.

Below this pad-system of urban development, there was a forest inside the tree trunk. Within were fruit trees, enough to wholly support the population of Imperia. The entire city was wrapped in a sense of beauty and wonder.

A city on leaves! A forest in a tree! Cloudhawk had never seen anything like it.

Eventually, the rocs settled on one of the pads and deposited their riders.

Cloudhawk ordered his entourage to gather their things and move out. They stepped out into the expanse. In fact, “lotus pad” was really just a vivid way to describe the look of the place. The ground was the same here as it was anywhere else, with soil and grass and everything else. Each pad was more like an island than a leaf and provided housing for tens of thousands of people each. They were also quite bustling.

“Welcome, everyone!” A hale and hearty man approached, swinging a decorative walking stick before him. Their landing place was swarming with guards and citizens, as was normal. The old man introduced himself. “I am the administrator of the Thirteenth District. I am responsible for receiving you today and will assist you in organizing your tributes to the king.”

Cloudhawk frowned ever so slightly. This city was huge, and he felt resonance coming from every direction. There was no way he could pinpoint the king or the blood crystal among all this noise. And as for this tribute? It wouldn’t even give me a chance to see this Silverwing Monarch’s face.

Even more frustrating was discovering how strong this city was. From within these dwellings, from the guardian rocs, and even from some of the citizens, he felt levels of resonance that were worthy of concern.

The weakness of the cities around Imperia’s periphery did not speak for the capital itself.

It was different here, compared to Skycloud. Skycloud City was as lofty as the mountains when it came to powerful citizens, but it wasn’t solely where they were concentrated. The other cities, towns, and garrisons under its purview also had strong members. Imperia, on the other hand, appeared to be where all the mightiest people of this realm were gathered.

No wonder Desmond had been so confident. As a citizen of Oakstead, he could be forgiven for thinking he was above reproach.

Cloudhawk cast a glance towards the Khan of Evernight standing at his side. The cyborg remained cool and unreadable. It was like none of this mattered. Although the two of them were strong by anyone’s standards, maybe even among the strongest here, they were not strong enough to shake this place on their own.

The Khan had already revealed the identity of the Silverwing Monarch. Cloudhawk wasn’t sure he believed him, but nonetheless, it inspired dread in him. Cloudhawk had come to this alien environment only ten days ago. That was all the time he’d had to prepare. Somehow, he had to come up with a way to find the Silverwing Monarch and take the Demon King’s blood crystal from him.

For days, he’d been kicking around ideas on how to do just that.



1 The writer waffles between phrases. When he refers to 牧神域 or “The Shepherd God’s Realm”, he is talking about this place’s official name as it was founded. We call this Meadow. Since the fall the people living in Meadow have forgotten its name and history, they now refer to it as the “Silver Kingdom”.

87 / Highblood


Imperia’s residents did not discriminate against outsiders. Although those from outside the capital were marginally lower in status, they were still an important part of the realm. They were diligent, hardworking citizens who toiled to bring in treasures from the forbidden area. The fruits of their sweat and blood were then offered to the king – who in turn used these materials to create rare and powerful weapons!

Oakstead’s prosperity was directly tied to these folks.

The old man in front of Cloudhawk was called Barclay. Imperia had a total of thirty-six districts, and he was the administrator of the one they stood in. He himself was also a talented Chosen and came from a family whose leadership spanned eight generations. This legacy was why he’d been tapped for such an important post.

Barclay sized up Cloudhawk. “First time in Imperia?”

Cloudhawk nodded since claiming otherwise would be an obvious lie. “Yes, it is.”

“You look young, and there’s something unique about you.” The glint in the old man’s eyes spoke to years of experience. He’d always had a talent for reading people, yet he couldn’t seem to pierce Cloudhawk’s facade. He was young, yes, but something about him said he’d experienced quite a lot in his short years. “To be so young and still be an outstanding person in your town, have you thought about what your next steps may be?”

Cloudhawk wasn’t sure how to respond, so he said what he figured the old man expected. “I’d appreciate your advice.”

“The outer cities are too small. Maybe you can settle here, in Imperia, should they convey the right upon you. Perhaps you will earn further status and honors. Maybe the Silverwing Monarch will bestow upon you a whole new life with great power and prestige!”

Cloudhawk listened, speechless. What sort of person was this king? Who was he to “bestow” new life and power on someone? This was way too far-fetched.

“Those of you who have won your Council also have a chance to test yourself in our trials.” The old man could see Cloudhawk was uninterested in his words about the king, so he pressed on without asking further. “If you can make it through the Emerald Labyrinth, you will also earn the right to live in Imperia indefinitely. Every time the tributes come, people gather to try their luck in the Labyrinth. Most of us who live here won our chance by overcoming this trial.”

Trial of the Emerald Labyrinth, eh? Beat it and he could live in the city for as long as he liked. It was the first time he’d heard of this chance. It piqued his interest, so he asked for more information.

Each time a city sent Chosen to pay tribute, it was allowed to select a few to attempt this trial. Although it was difficult, those who conquered it under strict conditions were not only permitted to remain in Imperia, but they also had a chance to be recognized by the king himself. That meant baptism, transformation, and new life.

More and more, Cloudhawk was confronted with the secrets of this place. What was the Silverwing Monarch’s true identity? What powers did he wield? What did “baptism, transformation, and new life” even mean? He’d spent several days in Redleaf but deliberately stayed out of the public eye. The result was that he knew practically nothing.

Barclay led Cloudhawk and his people to the center of the district. A tall, old tree came into view. It had been cleaved across the middle and was now just a stump. Around it was a slew of sacrificial offerings. It appeared to be some kind of altar.

Barclay pointed at it. “Offer your tributes before the altar!”

Cloudhawk raised a brow. “I thought these tributes were to be delivered to the king?”

“This is how the tribute is performed.” The administrator’s face was split with an easy smile. “Don’t worry. Soon, the king will send his most trusted representatives to collect the items.”

Stranger and stranger. Cloudhawk didn’t like it, but there was no other option. Red Banner’s collection of over a thousand relic fragments was placed by the tree.

“Very good, all finished!” Barclay nodded in satisfaction. He waved at everyone and said, “Tonight, we are holding a special celebration. Bring all the people from Redleaf to partake in the revelries and enjoy our hospitality. Come! Everyone! Let us celebrate this bounty together!”

The Imperian residents gathered round. They presented strange fruits, local specialties, and fine wines for all to share.

Festive winds blew the sounds of joy all through Imperia. Young men and women gathered around the altar, dancing and playing music. Fine food and drink flowed nonstop. All of it was a wonder to the people of Redleaf. After all, it was a great honor to be able to spend time in the king’s city and be treated this way.

Cloudhawk reached out and connected his mind with Oddball’s. Through the bird, he found that their district wasn’t the only one holding a party. The same scene was being played out all throughout Imperia.

Huge groups were gathered around the altars, dancing and drinking, eating their fill. But it didn’t feel like a party. Rather, it was like a collective understanding, that this was a centuries-old tradition they were taking part in. For Redleaf’s citizens, they didn’t think too much on it. They let themselves get wrapped up in the festivities.

The revelry continued for a good hour before someone raised their eyes and shouted, “They’re here!”

“They’re here!”

Barclay looked skyward and saw the figure slowly descending toward them. He was all dressed in white to represent his holy presence, and from his back sprouted spotless white wings. In fact, every inch of him was as white as jade, wholly otherworldly in appearance.

“Highblood! It’s the honored Highblood!”

Even the calm and composed Barclay was thrilled when he saw him. The rest of the citizens cheered wildly. This Highborn appeared to be the object of their worship.

Cloudhawk was both surprised and suspicious. What were these Highblood? Growing wings out of nowhere, that was a sign of mutation!

Did that mean that mutants were idolized here? If that was so, then the poor, maligned mutants of the wastes would likely vomit from jealousy. Cloudhawk peered at the Highblood for a better look. When he saw more clearly what they were, he froze.

He could hardly believe his eyes! He even wondered if he was dreaming!

The magnificent Highblood slowly beat its wings as it descended onto the altar. Its snow-white wings spread out three meters from end to end, proud as a peacock on display. The crowd cheered as he showed off his perfect form.

He was young, not even thirty. Cloudhawk looked at his face in open shock and disbelief, for it was a face he knew.

Desmond?! Cloudhawk blinked, rubbed his eyes, and blinked again to make sure he was seeing things properly. This was real. It wasn’t a dream, but he was still hardly able to believe it. This so-called Highblood was the same man he’d beaten ten days ago in Redleaf. The one they called traitor.

It left quite an impression on Cloudhawk. He still remembered Desmond’s fear and anger when he spoke about Imperia. How could it be that in less than two weeks, Desmond appeared remade before him?

Desmond’s eyes swept the crowd. With gentle eyes and a friendly smile, he spoke over the reverent gasps. “Praise be to our Silverwing Monarch. He has forgiven my sins and has given me new life. I now live to forever defend the glory of my king.”

The crowd cheered and praised the king’s name. Desmond then began to gather the crates and boxes around the altar. He then beat his enormous wings and took off with the treasures in hand.

Cloudhawk wasn’t the only one shocked into silence. Everyone from Redleaf recognized him. Never in their wildest dreams would they have expected to see Desmond reappear here in this new form.

Barclay looked at Cloudhawk. “Did you see? That young man is lucky. He received our monarch’s grace and has been elevated. He is now a part of the royal lineage. It grants him great honor, and though he will not live as long as the king, his lifespan is much longer than an average person’s.”

Was this the “new life” Barclay had been talking about? It sure seemed like Desmond had been reborn into something else! The citizens of Redleaf all looked enviously towards the horizon where Desmond had vanished. How lucky he was to receive such a blessing!

The Highblood of Imperia were a small cadre of individuals who were gifted the royal blood of the king himself. Recipients enjoyed tremendous respect and long life. It was the dream of everyone to one day be selected for such an honor.

Cloudhawk asked his guide, “How many Highblood are there?”

Barclay saw that Cloudhawk was finally interested and answered with a smile. “Very few. Highblood must be strong and exceptionally hardy. At present, there are perhaps a little more than a hundred.”

Cloudhawk tried to hide his surprise. Highblood were selected from Chosen strong enough to be veteran demon hunters. They had the fighting capabilities of Templars! No wonder Judas had such a deep fear of Imperia.

Of course, Cloudhawk did not envy Desmond in the least. He knew that such incredible gifts were not real, not in this world. For whatever you gained, you lost something of equal or greater value. Desmond looked like he’d been lifted up and enlightened, but Cloudhawk knew the truth.

Desmond wasn’t Desmond anymore. Underneath all the glitter and shine was a completely different spirit. Or… no spirit at all. What was a hundred years of life, or even immortality, if you lost yourself?

No, Cloudhawk didn’t envy that at all.

The only thing worth pondering now was the Silverwing Monarch’s true identity.

He was able to make relics and transform human bodies. Perhaps he was a Legendary Demon Hunter who could potentially live forever. Any one of those was miraculous by itself, much less all together in one man.


88 / Poking Around


Cloudhawk sat in a simple wooden room while young men and women dressed in local garb continued their party outside. Technically, the festivities were over once the Silverwing Monarch’s representative gathered the tributes, but that didn’t stop the music or dancing. Rewards for these tributes would be handed out in a few days.

This was a tradition passed down for hundreds of years. Outsiders paid tribute but never looked upon their king directly.

“If you don’t take the initiative, you will never be brought before him.”

The cold voice sounded out from behind as Cloudhawk sat in quiet contemplation. The Khan of Evernight seemed to have appeared out of nowhere.

Cloudhawk didn’t raise his head. “This place is a lot stronger than I thought it would be. I’m not sure you and I are enough to deal with this king, much less all of Imperia.”

The Khan responded, “This city has existed to this day only because of its powerful enchantments. You and I may not be able to defeat its ruler in a frontal assault, but if we can surprise him, the Silverwing Monarch would be at a significant disadvantage. Once the king is dead, the city’s enchantments will fall. The rest we leave to Judas.”

Cloudhawk’s eyebrows were knit tight. He looked out the window at the jovial citizens of Imperia enjoying their night.

He didn’t know if they would succeed using the Khan’s plan. Worse, though, performing this deed would plunge Imperia into the fires of war.

“You know that the ones these people see as noble are hiding something insidious. Their monarch is not a savior. To him, these people are little more than beasts of burden. They have the right to know the truth.”

“The truth is bloody. Is it a bad thing to hide the truth if it means a life of peace and beauty?”

“Heh… you think this way because you haven’t experienced enough.”

The Khan’s form melted away into the shadows, and once again, Cloudhawk lapsed into a contemplative silence. He knew the Demon King’s blood crystal was in the Temple, but the only way in was to gain the attention of the king. If he could somehow sneak the Khan into the Temple with him and they got the drop on the king, maybe they had a chance.

If it was true that this king had been alive for a thousand years, then he had to be essentially immortal.

Cloudhawk was fairly confident that between him and the Khan, they could manage to take down a god or demon. A Legendary Demon Hunter couldn’t be any hardier than one of those. What was really holding Cloudhawk back for the moment was whether it was a path he wanted to take.

There was definitely something sinister going on in Imperia that the people didn’t know about. But at least on the surface, it seemed their lives were bright and harmonious.

Years of unfortunate experiences have told Cloudhawk to never expect perfection. Everywhere you looked, there was darkness and there was light. Shadow existed wherever the light couldn’t reach, and sometimes, there were people who benefited from it, and sometimes, there were victims. A small number were sacrificed for the betterment of many others. Human history had always been that way.

Cloudhawk wrestled with these ideas late into the night. His entourage from Redleaf ate their fill and drank till their heads spun. They fell asleep fitfully, happily, without Cloudhawk’s burdens.

Eventually, all the revelers dispersed and calm took hold. Cloudhawk could even hear insects buzzing through the cracks.

His eyes slowly opened. Putting on his mask, the space around him undulated like water. Then, he disappeared, popping back into existence standing on the roof of the wooden domicile. He stood outside in the darkness like some strange gargoyle.

He looked out, the city revealed to him. Carefully, he let his eyes wander. Neither the Khan nor anyone else should be able to see him. Once again, he vanished, swallowed by the darkness like a ghost. He teleported several dozen times through Imperia. Though the city was massive, distance meant nothing to Cloudhawk. He could appear anywhere he liked.

Every Elysian land had a Temple. It was where their patron god slept. Imperia was no different, nor was it hard to find. It pulsed with a unique energy that was more intense than anywhere else in the city. To Cloudhawk, it was like a beacon fire in the darkness.

Cloudhawk teleported close to the magical forest that grew within the God Tree’s trunk. All of these trees were suspended in midair by some invisible force. Their roots dangled down below them, somehow taking energy from the void. These trees came in many hues and emitted a strange, magical light.

A single towering structure stood in the center of the floating forest.

It looked to have been constructed from tens of millions of wrapping vines like a nest. It actually writhed as though it was alive, and with each jerk, the movements rippled into the forest surrounding it. This structure was the heart of this mystical place, and all the trees nearby were under its control.

Was this the Shepherd God’s Temple? What a strange, incredible place!

Cloudhawk couldn’t see an entrance from his vantage point. He first teleported close to the structure and then, while still in midair, slipped into the half-space between dimensions. Calculating the approximate distance, Cloudhawk teleported once again.

He blinked back into existence within the Temple.

With curious eyes, he scanned the Shepherd God’s sanctum. It looked less like a building and more like a huge hole in a tree. Perhaps more accurately, it was like he had teleported into the middle of a living creature. The distinct sensation made him uncomfortable. Still invisible, he carefully floated forward.

If this was alive, did it have thoughts and feelings? If he wasn’t careful, it might sense an intruder or know something was wrong.

Thus, caught between worlds, he floated through the maze-like interior of the Temple. At one point, he stopped, for blocking his path was a group of several dozen naked figures. They were soaking in pools of some unknown fluid while vines jutted out of them like infusion tubes. Pairs of white wings were wrapped around their bodies.

What was going on? It looked like they were being transformed!

Cloudhawk carefully examined the Highblood and decided they weren’t creatures with free will. They were more like robots. But that wasn’t quite right either. After becoming a Highblood, Desmond was still able to speak. He was not at all the same person he was, but he still had the ability to reason.

Fuck it. No time to deal with them.

A large, heavy screen barred the way forward. In the safest way he knew, he slipped through it and emerged on the other side into an incredible scene. The instant he passed that barrier, the entire Temple came alive and vines reached out from every surface. They whipped and groped, searching for Cloudhawk so as to wrap him up.

What the fuck? There was no one in here. Who saw him? He hadn’t even touched anything.

It didn’t matter. He couldn’t just stand around. He teleported out of the room as quickly as possible.

However, the entire Temple was in flux like someone had kicked a hornet’s nest. Cracks were appearing on every surface as vines reached out and swayed. The winged Highblood also clambered out of their pools in search of what had disturbed their home. Confused at how he’d misstepped, Cloudhawk realized it was now impossible to steal the Demon King’s blood crystal. There was too much heat. For his own safety, now was the time to back out.

Thirty seconds later, the vines composing one wall split apart. From within the chamber emerged a large figure. Like the Highblood by his side, he sported enormous wings, though in marked contrast, his were a dazzling silver as though made of platinum.

What’s more, in the center of his forehead was a third eye with a slit pupil.

After striding through the new opening, that third eye glanced around the area. Wherever it pointed, there was a gust of gentle power that gathered around an invisible figure. He saw where it came from, how it floated along, and eventually watched it disappear only to appear somewhere else.

“Spatial powers?”

A voice laden with surprise and uncertainty echoed through the Temple.

Cloudhawk blinked back into existence in an unfamiliar district back in the city.

He heaved a sigh. Only a moment later, a voice from behind caught him by surprise. “Who are you? How did you appear out of thin air?!”

It was a familiar voice.

Cloudhawk turned around, and there before him was a woman in a suit of armor and a silver mask. He recognized her immediately. It was the Enforcer he first met in Redleaf who tested Oddball.

“You?” Glawyn recognized him as well. His face was concealed behind the mask, but his clothes and the little bird on his shoulder gave him away immediately. “What are you doing here?”

Cloudhawk had to think quickly. “It’s my first time in Imperia. I wanted to take a look around.”

There was no reason for her to doubt his story. Country folk like him were all curious about Imperia. “If you’re that interested, why not try your hand at the Labyrinth?”

The Emerald Labyrinth. It was his second time hearing about it.

“Yes, if you make it through the Labyrinth, you could stay here. Maybe you could even be selected for the Enforcement Team and be one of us.” Glawyn took another glance at his bird companion. “With your strength, I don’t think it’d be very difficult. I really think you should give it a shot. Who knows when the next Chosen Council will be?”

Cloudhawk was noncommittal and hesitated. “I saw Desmond. He was -”

“I know.” There was a note of jealousy in her voice. “Once you are selected to be Highblood, all your sins are forgiven. Now, he is perfect, and there will be no more betrayals.”

Perfect, eh? Cloudhawk shook his head and prepared to leave.

“Hey, make sure you visit the Labyrinth.”

Cloudhawk paused for a second. “I’m going to give it a shot.”


89 / The Emerald Labyrinth


If he can’t steal it, then he’ll loot it. Not the best plan, but he had no other options. Summing up last night’s failures, Cloudhawk realized it was because he underestimated the Temple itself.

Between his phase stone and invisibility cloak, Cloudhawk could become essentially formless. In terms of space and matter, he had the power to erase himself from reality – effectively existing between places. How could anyone notice something that didn’t exist?

Yet somehow, the Temple had done just that.

It was not impossible. He knew that from the memories absorbed through the Demon King’s inheritance. Though he “owned” only a small amount, he knew a lot more than the average person, and one thing he learned was that two things could never be hidden.

The first was a relic’s resonance. Every relic had its own song, functioning through some sort of vibration. Cloudhawk was born with the ability to sense these vibrations, which was a unique ability held by relic artisans. With this talent, he could understand the nature of relics in order to craft them.

The second was will and intention. The emotions and thoughts of any creature were also a sort of pulse. Cloudhawk could hide himself perfectly, but the power of his intent couldn’t be masked. If his opponent had a way to recognize either his use of psychic energy or his attention, then they could find him.

From what he knew, the Silverwing Monarch had the ability to create relics. Did that have something to do with it? If that was the case, then the situation was more difficult than he wanted to believe.

Cloudhawk had managed to get out of there quickly, but he couldn’t know if the king had felt the unique signature of his relics. Someone sneaking into the Temple was surely a big deal, so there was no question he’d be looking into it.

Where would he look? That was obvious. It was the time of tribute, when outsiders were all coming into the city. Non-Imperians would be the first to be put under the microscope. If he or his people were found to be responsible, the consequences would be dire. Cloudhawk had to accept that he’d messed up. He had taken it seriously, but it was still not enough. Breaking into the Temple alone again would be stupid. It was time to make a plan and then act!

Cloudhawk’s first order of business was to remove his equipment and store it all in his dimensional warehouse. He then meekly remained in District Thirty, participating in the various activities they offered. When there was nothing else to do, he strolled through the district, taking in the sights and enjoying its unique culture. For all intents and purposes, Cloudhawk looked like a normal tourist.

This was partially to keep up airs and reduce suspicion, but also so he could learn more specifics about the city itself.

As he walked around, he came to suspect there were about two hundred or so high-grade demon hunters in Imperia. A hundred of them had already been transformed by the king into these Highblood. The remainder were part of his Enforcer teams or held leadership positions in various organizations.

Two hundred wasn’t a lot… Skycloud had maybe four times that many.

Still, Imperia had enough power that he couldn’t neglect the danger. No ordinary wastelander power could match them. In addition, Cloudhawk constantly felt… constrained, like some sort of power was hanging over the city at all times. It was everywhere, all the time, yet was too vague for him to put his finger on.

For the next several days, everything continued business as usual. Cloudhawk’s trip to the Temple didn’t seem to have caused any major waves.

Imperia’s Emerald Labyrinth challenge was ready to begin. Winners had a chance to meet the city’s king face to face. Cloudhawk figured the Silverwing Monarch’s guard might be lower then, so that would be his time to strike.

Woosh! Woosh! Woosh! The sound of beating wings filled the air.

A cyan-colored roc came to ground in the district. Ten figures rose on its back. One of them was a person Cloudhawk had come to easily recognize – Glawyn the Enforcer. She leaped off the roc’s back.

District Administrator Barclay was excited to receive her. “To what do we owe the pleasure?”

Glawyn returned his greeting with a small smile. “The Emerald Labyrinth challenge will begin soon. I’m here to pick up the participants. As far as I know, a few from this district have signed up, so have them come over. We can’t waste any time.”

Barclay and Glawyn were actually distant relatives. In fact, many of Imperia’s highest echelons were somehow related. Their parents were people who completed the Labyrinth and remained in the city, people of talent with good genetics. Of course, their descendants would also be capable people.

Barclay knew, of course, that Glawyn had come for a reason. He also knew that of his visitors, the one called Cloudhawk showed real promise. If he decided to participate in the challenge, he was likely to succeed. Afterwards, not only would he remain to contribute to Imperia, but perhaps he might even be selected to be an Enforcer. That possibility was likely what inspired Glawyn to come herself.

“Just you two?”

Glawyn regarded the two before her. Every city was allowed to select two to attempt the Labyrinth. Redleaf put forward Cloudhawk and a second man, hidden beneath dark armor and a full face helmet. He looked more like a robot than a man, and the aura pouring off of him was hardly welcoming.

Barclay had been paying close attention to this dark stranger for a while now.

He looked like a close confidante of Cloudhawk’s. He was rarely seen and never participated in any of the district’s events. Barclay hadn’t heard him say more than a handful of things. He found the man strange, but then again, the world was filled with all sorts of people, and those who didn’t fit in were often the most capable. He didn’t find it too suspicious.

Cloudhawk nodded. “Us two.”

Glawyn sized up the Khan for a moment, then motioned towards the roc. “All aboard!”

In truth, Cloudhawk wasn’t eager to work with the Khan. Their goals were drastically different, but the Silverwing Monarch was more than he could handle on his own. He needed help from Nox’s governor.

On the part of the Khan, none of this seemed to take him by surprise. He never questioned Cloudhawk’s plans or asked for details. Thus, they climbed onto the giant bird in silence and took off from District Thirty.

Imperia’s residential districts were all suspended in the air. The area below these pads was rich in fruit-bearing trees. This forest provided the citizens of Imperia with all the food they needed. It was into the center of this forest that the roc brought Cloudhawk and the Khan where there was a small fortress constructed on a hill. However, upon closer inspection, it was revealed to be neither hill nor fortress. Instead, it was entirely made from twisted tree roots that stretched out in all directions to form this staging area.

A couple dozen people were already waiting. They were all here to participate in the challenge, just like Cloudhawk.

After delivering the two challengers, Glawyn immediately stepped away to stand guard and keep order. They stood around for an hour for the rest of the participants to arrive. Once they had, a sudden and powerful strangling sense settled on them from overhead. Heads rose, and there in the sky was a palace slowly descending towards them like a floating bird’s nest.

The Temple! Cloudhawk recognized it right away. He’d been there only a few days ago.

The enormous, nest-like mass of roots settled upon the central hill. It settled into the area like a key into a lock, with all the roots reaching out to greet it. Several openings were revealed, each in a different location.

A challenge proctor stepped forward and addressed the crowd. “The Emerald Labyrinth challenge is about to begin. Everyone, choose an entrance – one person per doorway. The rules are simple: whoever can travel safely through the labyrinth in the allotted time will be allowed to enter the palace, receive our monarch’s blessing, and be permitted to remain in Imperia forever.”

Excitement rippled through the crowd as the participants rubbed their hands in anticipation. One by one, they chose their entrance and stepped inside.

The Khan of Evernight spared Cloudhawk a brief glance before making his own choice.

Cloudhawk watched him enter and, for some reason, felt a pang of guilt. Who knew what the man would face once inside? But here they were. There was no going back.

The Demon King’s blood crystal had to be retrieved.

As for the cost? Cloudhawk would deal with it when it came to it.
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Cloudhawk felt something change the moment he stepped into the Labyrinth.

The entire Labyrinth was enveloped in strange spatial energies that caused it to shift, much like the Temple he’d infiltrated. The simplest explanation was that the density of spatial energy in this area was higher. That was why the interior of a Temple was always larger than it appeared from the outside. It was as if the contents of a whole washbasin were contained in a small pitcher.

Spatial compression, otherwise known as dimensional technology! It was science that bordered on magic, far beyond the understanding of humans.

The Labyrinth’s expansive interior also meant it was very complex. Every challenger entered through a different door, into a different section of the maze. There was no way anyone would chance upon any of the others.

When Cloudhawk fully stepped into the Labyrinth, the entrance shut behind him. He found himself in a large chamber facing six hallways.

“I’m supposed to choose one, eh?”

Cloudhawk glanced over them. From the outside, none of the hallways looked any different. They were all made from the same twisting roots, interspersed with glowing vines that led the way. That was where the light for the whole area came from.

So the whole thing was about luck. Wasn’t this supposed to be a test of skill?

Only one of these routes could be the right one. The others were meant to lead him astray. It didn’t matter how strong you were in this sort of situation. After all, each hallway looked the same. Designed to confound one’s perception, even Cloudhawk couldn’t see the slightest difference.

“Which one am I supposed to pick?”

As he stood there in thought, a darkness suddenly invaded his mind. It reached for him from the depths of one of the hallways. It was a darkness he was familiar with – one he’d felt three times before. The first time was when he chanced upon the phase stone. The second was when he claimed the Demon King’s skull. The last was in the depths of Woodland Vale when he encountered the Demon King’s cuirass.

Each time, it had something to do with the Demon King. Maybe this time it was from his blood? He felt enthusiasm rise within him.

From the beginning, his biggest concern was not whether he could defeat the Silverwing Monarch but whether he’d been fed lies by Judas and the Khan of Evernight. This was an important, life-threatening situation! What if this so-called blood crystal of the Demon King was all bullshit? Had they played him for a fool?

However, the sensation he currently felt at least confirmed that whatever was nearby had something to do with the Demon King. It would empower Cloudhawk more than anything else, allowing him to join with the inheritance he’d been carrying for years. Between that and the demon blood, he would be back to full health in under a year.

Demon blood wasn’t as simple as it sounded. In essence, it was an energy crystal.

At the time of the Demon King’s demise, either he or someone close to him extracted his life energy using some unknown method. They gathered that energy into the Demon King’s blood and sealed it there in crystalline form. That was what he felt at the mouth of that hallway, a burgeoning sense of dark vitality that drew him forward.

The call wasn’t just in his mind. He felt it reaching every cell in his body. Every piece of him, every organ hungered for it. He felt the struggle and the fear propelling him forward, for he could not remain still. It was so deep and primal that he started to walk forward before he even knew what he was doing.

He stepped into the hallway, and it closed shut behind him. He’d made his decision, and once the choice was made, there was no changing it.

Cloudhawk felt something tugging him forward. This tempting energy was sudden – so sudden that he was suspicious. What if this was some sort of trap? But if it was, he was already caught. Going back wasn’t an option. Only the way forward was open. He had to hope luck was with him.

As he walked forward, the dark energy felt more intense. His feet carried him forward of their own accord. Yet as he strode on, another thought crept into his mind.

It was a small, nagging voice that quickly grew louder. Soon, it was a raging inferno he couldn’t ignore. It screamed over and over again in his mind.

Wolfblade!

Cloudhawk already knew that Wolfblade had to be a survivor of the Great War, and an important one at that. Most of his life, he’d lived under the careful machinations of… whatever he was. It was Wolfblade that looked after him when he was just a scav. Later, when he was snapped up by the Tartarus Mercenaries, he was there too known in the guise of Mantis. Finally, he was the Wolfblade he knew today. He kept showing up at crucial points in his life under different identities.

Everything that had seemed so coincidental was actually planned by that mysterious figure.

The phase stone, the Demon King’s skull, the cuirass… Wolfblade’s hand was always guiding him behind the scenes. Was he doing it again now? Cloudhawk couldn’t tell. He didn’t even know what Wolfblade’s ultimate goal was. There was some kind of connection between him and Arcturus, some sort of understanding that made them less than enemies and more… respected peers?

Fuck it and fuck him! This is all about survival!

Cloudhawk quickened his steps, and behind him, the hall collapsed into a mass of writhing vines. Soon, he stepped out into a relatively spacious room and turned around to see the way he’d come in had vanished. It had been replaced with a seamless wall.

“What now?”

He turned back around to see three more openings. They were different from the prior six as their entrances were sealed by crisscrossing poisonous brambles. Obviously, they were meant to be a deterrent. With his phase abilities, Cloudhawk could waltz right through if he wished to, though he didn’t know if he was being watched. He figured relying on such a unique skill was not a smart thing to do right now.

There had to be another way.

Cloudhawk walked into the center of the chamber, then stopped when he heard a suspicious noise. His head shot up.

At some point, unnoticed, the ceiling had become laden with a crop of juicy-looking fruit. They were all at least two meters long and quite plump. Most incredible of all was that they continued to grow as he watched them.

Pop! Po-poppop-pop--pop!

The weird sound filled the room as these fruits dropped, hit the floor, and split open like blooming flowers. From within each one appeared a strange, cyan-hued humanoid figure.

Not a hair could be seen on their bodies, and their faces were completely absent of any defining features – just empty holes where the eyes and a mouth should be. They were terrifying and savage-looking, and in an instant, there were a hundred moving in Cloudhawk’s direction. With impressive speed and agility, they closed in. Half a breath later, they were in his face and attacking.

But Cloudhawk was not one to be easily overcome, nor was his tiny guardian. Oddball belched half a dozen golden bolts of lightning at the creatures. Any that tried to draw near were blasted to pieces.

Yet much to his surprise, upon being blown apart, the monsters dissolved into pools of green liquid. The fluid split apart, and from the disparate pools rose more of these creatures. From one corpse arose ten, twenty, even thirty more!

They split! Multiplied! They were unkillable. Oddball continued to try anyway but only succeeded in creating more.

Cloudhawk saw that fighting was pointless; they couldn’t be destroyed. Worse, fighting only added to the problem. If he kept this up, he’d soon be washed away in a tide of angry cyan monsters. By that point, strength wouldn’t matter. He’d be overwhelmed.

Oddball’s attacks eventually tapered off but not before the monsters had increased in number by at least half.

Stopping his companion from attacking further, Cloudhawk dodged the creatures’ attacks and started to fight back. He was careful not to destroy them while he looked for a way through. His foes were both strong and fast and multiplied endlessly. With no way to destroy them, it was tricky, but that didn’t mean there was no way out.

There! Cloudhawk sensed that one among the hundred or so monsters was different from the others. Outwardly, there was nothing differentiating it from the others. However, Cloudhawk could hear the hum of a relic coming from it. If it was different, it must be special.

Basilisk appeared in his hand. With all his strength, he fired an arrow at the creature.

It was too slow and couldn’t dodge. A shrill cry marked Cloudhawk’s successful shot, followed by the sound of stone hitting the ground as it petrified and broke apart. All at once, the other monsters froze in place and melted away like ice sculptures. After a handful of minutes, he was again alone in the chamber.

One of the three hallways was now open – exactly as Cloudhawk expected.

Only one of the monsters was the real one. Killing it stopped all the others, and one batch opened up one path. The other pathways would open when he fought his way through the next two waves.

Before long, those second and third groups manifested.

Although each group was stronger than the last, the method for dealing with them was the same. All he had to do was find the progenitor and destroy it. Then the rest would melt away. For ordinary Chosen, this would be a dangerous trap, To Cloudhawk, it was hardly a challenge.

At last, the third hall was opened.

When all the ways were clear, Cloudhawk again let the dark energy guide him. He wandered towards the opening where he felt it the strongest and followed it for roughly half an hour. A bright light appeared ahead, and when he stepped into the chamber it radiated from, he stared in wonder.

Before him were a single figure… and a solitary tree.

Cloudhawk’s eyes went first to the figure. He heard his heart beating violently in his chest as a suffocating sense of foreboding came over him. This figure looked like Desmond after his transformation, but the massive wings spreading from his back were a dazzling metallic hue as though forged from pure silver.

Was… was this the Silverwing Monarch?

Were the paltry checkpoints his way of testing Cloudhawk?

“You left without saying goodbye when you visited a few days ago. You never gave us an opportunity to chat.” His face was calm and his affectation unperturbed. “But it’s alright. I don’t mind. I knew you would present yourself to me eventually. And this time, you won’t be leaving so easily.”
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In the center of the chamber was a strange tree. Its roots dug deep, displacing the ground around it. Its branches rose and joined with the ceiling. Cloudhawk got the sense that it was the heart of this place. Deep red light shone from the center of its hollow trunk, which sent waves of energy up into its branches and down through its roots.

This was the center of the Temple. In the center of that tree was the item Cloudhawk had come to collect. He had not expected it to be what powered the heart of this Labyrinth. If he took it, catastrophic effects would occur to the surrounding area. He also did not anticipate that the Silverwing Monarch would recognize him right away.

This Labyrinth’s layout was no coincidence.

Cloudhawk felt the presence of the blood crystal, and it had led him down the proper path. He was able to hear relics and so passed the various tests with ease. If Cloudhawk was not the one who’d infiltrated the Temple several days ago, then who else could it be?

Cloudhawk felt his nerves begin to fray. He’d been played! The king knew he would come, and there was no getting away now. He was facing the man he’d heard so much about yet had not met before now. The king’s most striking features were his giant silver wings.

In Imperia, wings were symbols of prestige and respect. Highblood had wings of pure white. Only the king had wings of silver.

On the outside, the Silverwing Monarch looked human. He was not overly handsome but had a regal demeanor that was solemn and dignified. His features told of a man in his forties with flecks of white in his hair. What was different and unsettling was the third eye set between his eyebrows and his mysterious presence.

Cloudhawk felt pressure closing in on him, making it hard to breathe. It was the most suffocating sense he’d ever felt, more so than when in the presence of Judas or even Arcturus.

A vastly more powerful and superior intellect settled on Cloudhawk. He understood in an instant that he was no match for the king. Although at his best, Cloudhawk could wield the might of a Master Demon Hunter, he still wasn’t strong enough to match this creature.

A crack appeared in the flesh between the Silverwing Monarch’s brows, and his third eye opened. Its pupil was a crimson red surrounded by a pitch black as deep as an abyss. The expression in it was different from the others as well, like… like it had a mind of its own.

When it fixed on Cloudhawk, he felt a powerful mental energy wash through him.

He was immediately reminded of his experience with the Cloud God back in Skycloud’s Temple. He knew that being had been so powerful in terms of psychic mastery to the point where Cloudhawk felt as insignificant as an ant. He had no way to resist, so much so that even his memories unfolded before the Silverwing Monarch for him to flip through like a book.

Did this Silverwing Monarch… have the same breadth of power as a god? Was this city the realm of a Legendary Demon Hunter? If it were true that he’d lived for a thousand years, it wouldn’t matter how strong he was initially. He would have had the time to cultivate enough resources and gain enough experience to be a master of the world!

For a time, the king and Cloudhawk just stared at one another. There was a wordless sort of understanding between them, like the calm before a storm. It filled Cloudhawk’s heart with disquiet.

“I sense a familiar power. You must be the one chosen by Legion. Only, why would Legion select a mortal to take up the Demon King’s mantle…? He too appears to have lost his mind.” There was a pause. Then, the king continued, “I see the terrible injuries you suffered. Not much life remains. You have come to take the blood crystal.”

Cloudhawk’s face scrunched into a frown. “So what?”

“Such a pity. The blood crystal is my most prized object. Any who seeks it for themselves must die. Including you.” The Silverwing Monarch floated into the air. His rich and stifling aura flooded the chamber. “Show me how much of the Demon King’s power you can wield!”

Things were not going well! Cloudhawk felt his heart race due to the danger he felt.

Just as the Monarch’s words faded from the air, he thrust his wings forward. A hundred streaks of white light shot forth as thick as rain. Every one of these gleaming lances of energy contained incredible power.

Cloudhawk quickly retrieved his gauntlet and slipped it onto his arm. Right away, the area was surrounded by a translucent force field.

The instant each beam struck the field, it would split apart and shoot off in an odd direction. Cloudhawk was already drenched in sweat because his attacker’s power was already almost more than he could bear. After all, the king had summoned over a hundred deadly attacks in the blink of an eye. All the ground around Cloudhawk was ruined by the assault.

The king floated in midair with his arms folded before his chest. He stopped the assault. The ground which had been devastated under his attack quickly regrew. He fixed Cloudhawk with a cold grin. “You are more tenacious than I gave you credit for, but how long do you expect to survive with such insignificant power?”

His wings beat, and once, again a rain of power came crashing down. This time, hundreds of spiked stones, blades of air, and a cascade of fire assailed him.

Yet for all the fire and fury, it was clear the king was holding back. Cloudhawk was able to maintain his defenses but was given no opportunity to strike back.

The assault continued. Wind, fire, water, earth, light, dark, thunder!

Cloudhawk was stunned to discover that he was different from every other demon hunter he’d encountered. Like himself, he was not restricted to using one or two sorts of relics. His talents covered all manner of energy, and what’s more, his mental powers were practically infinite. This nearly overwhelming display was a fraction of what he was capable of, and Cloudhawk could barely hold on.

He couldn’t allow himself to be beaten like this!

Cloudhawk burst into action, teleporting out of the endless barrage. Appearing behind the king, he reached into the ether and pulled free Ardent Wrath. It burst into flames as he heaved the weapon at the monarch!

Clang!

The ear-piercing sound of metal grinding on metal filled the air. Cloudhawk stared in wonder.

The Silverwing Monarch remained standing in place, his arms crossed before him, still. However, his silvery wings swept by, knocking Ardent Wrath away. As Cloudhawk’s sword raked across the feathers, he noted with trepidation that not even a scratch was left behind. The king turned around, shrouded by his wings. Those three eyes were fixed on Cloudhawk with a look of scorn.

He thrust out his hand and pointed at the ground.

While Cloudhawk struggled with the Monarch, a streak of gold dashed off to the side. Oddball tried to claim the demon blood while the king was distracted. But before he could, there was a beam of light that punched right through the bird’s sturdy body. A pained screech echoed off the walls, and Oddball collapsed in a corner. Cloudhawk didn’t know if his companion was alive or dead.

“You bastard!”

Rage welled up inside of him. Red light burned in the depths of his eyes, and his mind was flooded with a surge of energy. The flames of his sword blossomed to ten, even twenty times its previous intensity. The silvery feathers of the Monarch’s wings turned red hot.

“Can you not see? I am perfect, immortal.” That disparaging smile still played on his lips. “What makes you believe you are any match for me? What right do you have to claim the mantle of the Demon King? You were the best that fool Legion could groom? Hmph, you have come just in time to give unto me the gift you never deserved. I am the only one worthy to receive the Demon King’s inheritance!”

What? He wants to be the next Demon King? Who the hell is this guy?! Whatever the Silverwing Monarch is, his appearance is just a facade.

Whatever soul dwelled in that form wasn’t the Legendary Demon Hunter it used to be. Some vastly wiser, more powerful, and ambitious thing controlled it now. It was using the Monarch’s body as a vessel to evolve and improve to near perfection.

Now, he wanted the power Cloudhawk carried. He wanted to be the successor. He wanted to make himself the new Demon King!

As the king continued to speak, his third eye gradually opened wider. An intense psychic force poured from the demonic organ like a drill.

“First, I will obliterate your memories!”

Silverwing Monarch’s mental strength was released in a torrent. It bore into Cloudhawk’s mind and went to war. To Cloudhawk, it felt exactly the same as when the Cloud God invaded his thoughts. He felt the power reaching into the depths of his being, attempting to scour him down to the root.

Yet, as the Silverwing Monarch prepared to reduce Cloudhawk to nothing, his mind reached into a boundless void. Therein was an outline, floating in darkness. There in Cloudhawk’s mind was a silhouette that glared down upon the Silverwing Monarch with eyes of scarlet that glowed with a dangerous power.

He froze. “King… my king!”

“Nessus, I know you see all.” The dark figure was not a conscious intelligence. Rather, it was like a memory, triggered by some foreseen circumstance. “You do not have the talent of a leader. You will not rise to become the Demon King!”

“No… No!”

The Monarch roared in anger as waves of mental energy poured forth. Cloudhawk felt this dark palace of his memory begin to fracture. If this assault continued, his mind would be broken. He dared not imagine the consequences. However, the Silverwing Monarch’s mental powers were too overwhelming. How was he supposed to defend himself from such power?

At this moment, something swam up to Cloudhawk through his memory. He reached for the mask with his mind!

The Khan had told him that the mask of a thousand faces was a defensive relic. It was designed to repel all psychic attacks so long as its bearer was strong enough. Although Cloudhawk was far inferior to this creature in terms of might, defense required far less energy than attack.

The repulsive force physically threw the Silverwing Monarch backward.

This mortal had cast him out of his mind? How?! It was the Monarch’s strongest method of assault!

Cloudhawk glared at the monster before him. He didn’t know what it was, nor did he know this Nessus the Demon King’s memory spoke of, but this piece of shit had tried to steal his power. That wasn’t something Cloudhawk was prepared to forgive.

“You insignificant worm!”

The Silverwing Monarch shot into the sky with a roar. Doors opened up in the walls all around, and from them charged in a cadre of white figures. The king’s Highblood flooded the chamber.

This is really not good!

Cloudhawk was no match for the king. With so many Highblood on his side, that just made his situation all the more hopeless.
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The Silverwing Monarch hovered in the air, glaring at Cloudhawk with scornful eyes from his lofty perch. The chill in his expression was mixed with hatred and anger.

He didn’t understand. Why would the Demon King choose this mortal as his successor? Why wouldn’t the Demon King accept him?!

For a thousand years, the king had toiled, turning this body into the perfect successor. He had built an immortal body with access to boundless energy. He had the faith and determination to sacrifice everything to oppose the gods – even his own life.

What was he missing? How was he inferior?!

He was once the Demon King’s most trusted comrade-in-arms, so why had he been shunned in favor of this weak human? These feelings of unfairness and inadequacy were why he looked on Cloudhawk with such hatred. The fire in them threatened to spill out and consume this insignificant creature.

What did Legion and the Demon King see in him? Was it the ability to use dimensional power? Some other unique ability?

No matter! He would be consumed!

The Silverwing Monarch was confident that whatever he lacked, he would take from this piddling successor just as he had with all the others. He would devour his will and his talents and assimilate them to make his body even more perfect.

Because the Demon King had to be perfect!

Undying, unaging, powerful, without weakness! If he was not, how could he defeat the gods? If he was anything less than perfect, how could he defeat the God King?

He was the only being in this world with the strength of will, the strength of body, and the right to take on this responsibility!

The roiling power within his demonic eye continued to grow and was reflected in the eyes of the Highblood. They were all connected by some unseen chain of energy, stretching from the Monarch and into each of his subordinates. All of their power and will was joined together.

When Cloudhawk saw this, he finally understood. These Highblood were nothing more than the king’s puppets.

But whether it was the Highblood or the Silverwing Monarch himself, they were all just shells. The king and his hundred lackeys shared a single consciousness – all just puppets being tugged by an unseen string. Whatever vast intellect controlled them all was the true king of Imperia!

The Silverwing Monarch launched into another attack. A blast of psychic force was fired from his third eye. It streaked through the air towards Cloudhawk like a lance.

Spears of psychic force like this ignored most typical defenses. Besides the Cloud God, the Silverwing Monarch was the strongest psychic talent Cloudhawk had ever come across. However, the Khan’s warning had turned out to be prescient, and the mask he wore was well suited for this conflict. He reached his mind into the relic to protect himself.

Bang!

The psychic blast crashed into and was deflected by a shield of mental force. The sound of this clash was deafening to Cloudhawk’s ears.

Mighty though the mask of a thousand faces was, the Silverwing Monarch’s mental assault was intense. Cloudhawk became dizzy, and his vision blurred. It was just the opening move of a deadly assault, for the Highblood were moving in to surround him.

Light continued to pour from the central tree. Surges of energy flowed through the Monarch and his subjects. The king’s mental energies were empowered to new heights. His terrifying voice echoed through Cloudhawk’s brain.

“You are not worthy to be Demon King!”

“You are not worthy to be Demon King!”

“You are not WORTHY to be Demon KING!”

Cloudhawk hid behind his gauntlet and the reflective field it summoned, but he was also being pressed into calling on the mask’s powers to defend himself from the king’s mental assault. It felt like he was being crushed by the weight of a mountain. Blood trickled from his eyes, ears, and nose.

The Silverwing Monarch’s psychic attack was monstrous! Even with the mask, Cloudhawk had to throw much of his power behind it.

He felt like he was caught in an iron cage with electric saws closing in on all sides. They were not causing deadly wounds, but the pain was excruciating.

Meanwhile, the king’s voice was like hot pokers in his skull.

“Enough! How much of this do you think I’ll accept?” Anger sizzled up to the surface, bubbling through the pain and torment. “I never said I wanted to be Demon King! I never wanted to be Demon King!”

One desperately wanted to wear the mantle of the Demon King.

One tried his best to resist.

One toiled to no avail.

One tried to run but could not escape.

If he had a choice, Cloudhawk would throw this destiny, this power, away in a heartbeat!

He didn’t want to be Demon King, a creature feared and despised by men. He didn’t give a shit about being considered a hero either. From the moment he could think, from the very beginning, his goals had never changed. All Cloudhawk ever wanted was to live a simple, quiet life. Instead, fate threw him in the deep end. This was all his struggles for peace and quiet had earned him.

The Silverwing Monarch felt Cloudhawk’s rage, felt him struggle. Looking through the ferocious mask, he could see two eyes burning with crimson fire. Those were eyes he would never forget – because those were the eyes of the Demon King!

What residual will of the Demon King remained was locked inside Cloudhawk. It came alive and burst free, stabbing into the Silverwing Monarch’s mind like a knife.

For the first time, he was wounded. Blood poured from his third, vertical eye as he staggered backward. If he wanted to consume Cloudhawk’s powers, he had to first destroy his will. But in the course of his attacks, instead of crushing his quarry, a powerful psychic blowback answered. Now, the Monarch’s own mind was reeling.

Bastard! Even dead, he protects his successor!

Blood continued to drip from the demonic eye. Engorged blue veins snaked across his face like hideous centipedes beneath the flesh. The eye with the vertical pupil opened twice as wide, threatening to split the skull as it bulged outward. Suddenly, the majestic Silverwing Monarch had turned into a hideous hellspawn.

If he couldn’t destroy Cloudhawk’s will, then he would obliterate this worm’s body!

There can be only one Demon King!

The king could no longer call on the full force of his psychic energy, but he was still stronger than Cloudhawk could contend with. In addition, he had a host of Highblood to aid him. They were constantly infusing him with more power so that his stores were nearly limitless. This insignificant mortal wouldn’t last a minute.

Cloudhawk knew he was up shit creek without a canoe.

If this kept up, he was as good as dead. The flows of energy were far too chaotic here for him to teleport, so that being the case…

He gathered up his energy and manifested dimensional power in the space before him. Reality warbled in response. He only had one thing left, something that would mean the destruction of Imperia.

If he summoned from another world some piece of a mountain or other enormous thing, it would obliterate the chamber they were in. Imperia’s Temple would fall, and soon after, Imperia would begin to collapse. Maybe then he would have a chance.

But would this gambit confound the Silverwing Monarch? He knew right away what Cloudhawk was planning.

Beating his giant wings, he leaped in front of the central tree to defend it. A field of energy shimmered into being. It didn’t matter what Cloudhawk tried. Nothing would force its way through a shield of the king’s making. This was the thought in his mind as Cloudhawk fully unleashed his psychic force.

The air before him shimmered intensely. Reality peeled back to create an unnatural fissure.

A pitch-black figure emerged from the portal, bearing a spear made of yellow sand. It threw the spear with all its might at the Silverwing Monarch’s shield. It pierced into his chest, threatening to drive right through into the tree beyond. But at the last moment, the king grabbed onto the spear with both hands, stopping it in place.

What happened? Cloudhawk was stunned.

He had been planning to shear off the top of a mountain or something like he had the last time, aiming to crush the tree and this whole Temple. Why did that figure appear instead? And not just any figure – the Caliph of the Sands, Abaddon!

What was he doing hiding in an outside dimension? A host of twenty figures poured from the portal.

The Silverwing Monarch understood when he saw them. “Nox… Noxian Black Knights!”

Abaddon hissed a foul laugh. “I was asked to deliver Elder Judas’s regards to the honorable Nessus.”

Imperia’s king was taken entirely by surprise.

“You also wish to kill me?” The king’s hands were still holding fast to the spear in his chest when he released a supernova of energy. The spear burst apart, as did Abaddon and all the Black Knights. “You will all die!”

Abaddon’s body melted away into eddies of sand. They drifted back half a dozen meters, then reformed.

The Monarch’s silvery wings were like daggers as he lashed out. Abaddon blocked them with a pair of weapons composed of sand.

The Silverwing Monarch prepared to finish off the Caliph’s simulacrum when he felt something approach from behind. He turned his head just as a dark figure darted on the outskirts of the fight towards the tree.

In each hand was a blade of light which he drove into the heart of the central tree. A frightening burst of energy was released in a staggering wave. The tree detonated from the inside.

The Khan of Evernight had planned his sneak attack expertly. With just his two blades, he had destroyed the central control hub of the Temple.

In the following moments, the Temple lost its ability to generate energy. The Highblood who drew their power from it were immediately weakened.

Cloudhawk, meanwhile, was still at a loss regarding what was happening.

Wasn’t Abaddon supposed to be with Wolfblade? He knew Abaddon was working with Judas to destroy the Silverwing Monarch, but how had he appeared here? And how did he appear in such a fashion, through Cloudhawk’s power?

Abaddon and the Khan of Evernight began their assault on the Silverwing Monarch.

Strong as he was, Cloudhawk had wounded him mentally and Abaddon had injured him physically. The source of his limitless energy was gone. The source of his energy was robbed from him, and that changed everything.


93 / Nessus, the Parasite


The Caliph’s sudden appearance had caught everyone off guard.

One possibility struck Cloudhawk. Perhaps while he was unconscious in Nox, Judas, the Khan, and Abaddon discovered some way to force him to open interdimensional space. There they hid a copy of the Caliph and a number of Black Knights for this very moment.

He didn’t know how Judas had managed it, but it was clear that this was a deliberate, well-planned ambush. The Khan of Evernight was the distraction, out in the open, while Abaddon waited in the shadows.

Cloudhawk’s intention had been to use his powers in a desperate attack. Little did he know that Abaddon and the Black Knights were lurking in wait. When he engaged the Demon King’s power, they emerged, much to even Cloudhawk’s surprise. But the confusion he felt was a hundredfold more intense for the Silverwing Monarch.

Abaddon was a demon of considerable strength. Pairing that with a sneak attack he was not prepared for, the king’s defenses were overcome.

A cavity was left from where the sand spear had pierced him, a gaping wound from front to back. Residual power from the Gospel of Sand was eroding his internal organs, turning them to grit. A wound this grievous was more than any normal human could survive.

The Silverwing Monarch was an entity that defied common sense. However, even he could not avoid the consequences of such trauma.

While the Black Knights blocked Imperia’s Highblood, the Khan hacked his sabers of light at the city’s control center. The strange tree had the capacity to regrow after being damaged, but at least for the time being, its capabilities were severed. Blocked from his limitless source of energy and facing three mighty foes, even the Silverwing Monarch was out of his depth.

It had all happened so quickly!

The king’s third eye bulged even wider, splitting the bones of his skull. A fierce depth of wrath poured from the beleaguered Monarch.

It was answered with hissing laughter from Abaddon. “Predecessor Nessus is strong. However, even after assuming the form of a Legendary Demon Hunter, even after consuming and assimilating his power, even with my king’s blood crystal keeping this skin suit alive and drinking up the energies of all your subjects – you are still merely a fiend lapping at the heels of a former owner. A servant who wishes to steal his master’s power. That is an offense I will not tolerate...”

That was the secret! The Silverwing Monarch wasn’t himself, or a demon, or a god. He was more like Oddball, an unholy beast with some old connection to the Demon King. A pet, like Oddball was to Cloudhawk.

Of course, Nessus’s power and grade were a great deal superior to the likes of Oddball. It derived its power from what it was attached to – it was essentially a parasite. It took over the Legendary Demon Hunter’s body and used the Demon King’s blood crystal to keep it alive. Then, it used that same power to siphon power from others and turn them into imperfect doppelgangers.

If the Khan had not severed his connection to the blood crystal, Nessus would have been impossible to defeat. Through the blood crystal, it could keep healing this puppet body it inhabited. But without this effective immortality, and with its mighty psychic energies damaged by Cloudhawk, the Silverwing Monarch’s indomitable position was quickly eroding.

No doubt about it, this was the best – and only – moment to take the Monarch down!

Silver wings thrust out wide, sending a thousand blades of cutting wind through the chamber. While maintaining this assault, it rose through the air through an opening the Temple created for him in the ceiling, attempting to escape.

Abaddon and the Khan moved to stop it. Only, the king’s area-wide assault was too intense. The two of them were not enough.

The Khan’s eyes snapped to Cloudhawk. “Many powerful elites live in Imperia. If he escapes, we lose our chance to end him. You will also lose your only chance to live. Why do you hesitate?”

Indeed, there was conflict in Cloudhawk’s heart. It was obvious he had been used, a pawn under the control of Judas, whose aim was to kill Nessus. Once this creature was felled, Imperia would be thrown into chaos. Nox would come to take over, and there was no way to know the fate of the Silver Kingdom after that. And yet, a stream of faces flashed across his mind: Selene, Dawn, Gabriel, the old drunk, and more… He made up his mind. More important than whether Nessus deserved to die, Cloudhawk had to live.

He had to make it back home!

Reality rippled. In a blink, he was a thousand meters in the air, right in front of Nessus. Scarlet fires smoldered in the depths of his eyes, a sign of his imminent, all-out assault.

But Nessus was not any ordinary creature.

The Silverwing Monarch’s mouth stretched open, the skin splitting as it distended well past its ears. From the depths of a ruined throat came a plume of angry fire.

It poured forth as thick as lava. The heat from it made the air ripple. Cloudhawk curled his gauntleted left hand into a fist and, a halo of light emerging around it, thrust it forward.

Nessus’s coagulated fires were drawn into the gauntlet’s pale light, and what remained scattered through the air. Some it splashed onto Cloudhawk and scalded deep grooves in his flesh, but these were not fatal wounds. At the same time, the Silverwing Monarch was still pelting the Khan and Abaddon with beams of light below.

Three against one and he still wasn’t at a serious disadvantage. But flaws were starting to appear!

Ignoring the risks of drawing too much energy, Cloudhawk continued to defend himself with the gauntlet and reached out with his right hand. Streaks of silver light were summoned from his palm as the Silver Serpents emerged. Dancing between them were motes of green flame. All together, they were like the head of a mighty dragon that was breathing Castigation Fire. As the power slammed into the king’s left wing, those silver feathers began to melt.

The foul green flames quickly spread.

Fear and madness burned in Nessus’s eyes. Of course it recognized this power. He’d encountered it a thousand years ago during the Great War. It was the power of a great demon elder. Now, somehow, it was under the command of this mortal worm.

Fires that raged so long as one’s will remained! So long as Cloudhawk didn’t let up, those fires would continue to burn until there was nothing left of the Silverwing Monarch.

Nessus’s puppet roared and snapped off half of its wing before the fire could spread further. It was blocked in front by Cloudhawk and from behind by the Khan and Abaddon. With each passing moment, the body that it had worked so hard to perfect was being cut apart. Things had turned dire very quickly.

However, it wouldn’t give up. A strange and monstrous scene followed as the king’s head split fully in half.

A hideous thing clawed out from the remains of the skull. It had nine tentacle arms, like that of some sort of devilish octopus, and one enormous eye. Smaller feelers writhed on the underside of these tentacles, groping at whatever was close. Half of this creature’s body heaved from the top of the king’s ruined head. The remainder was still lodged in the meat puppet, controlling it from within.

The body of the Silverwing Monarch jerked and flopped around like some sort of nightmarish toy. Cloudhawk openly gasped.

What the FUCK is this thing?!

THIS was the former Demon King’s unholy beast? As Nessus drilled out of the Legendary Demon Hunter’s skull, it released a hellish screech. The Highblood below started to react, twitching and jerking horrifically. Tentacles of various sizes burst from their bodies like a million wriggling worms.

What moments before were glorious, majestic people were now hideous corpses rife with groping feelers. They all dropped what they were doing and scrambled towards their king.

“Hngh hngh hng… interesting. Trying to call back its little splinters.” A dignified and imposing light shone in Abaddon’s eyes. “Stop it! If it gathers all its pieces back together, no one will be able to stop it.”

Nessus was a strange, powerful, and unique creature. The Silverwing Monarch was its main body, and the Highblood were all offshoots. One of the beast’s tentacles was in each of the Highblood, controlling them, growing over time. That was how Nessus devoured the power and talent from its host and siphoned it into himself. Once the tentacle wholly integrated into the host body, all of its power became a part of Nessus.

It was how the Silverwing Monarch had such incredible, limitless power. It was the reason why the puppet could use various types of relics with perfect control. However, the absorption process was not complete, not until these Highblood’s tentacles were returned to its master. At that point, Nessus would be at full strength.

With just the body of the Silverwing Monarch, Nessus was already a formidable enemy. Indeed, if it were allowed to re-form from these dozens of tentacles, to what heights of power would it reach? At that point, even someone as terrifying as Arcturus might be no match for this monster.

It took only a few seconds for the first couple of Highblood to reach the Silverwing Monarch.

A split second after contact, the tentacles attached to Nessus. The bodies of the Highblood themselves dissolved like melted wax and were drawn into the Silverwing Monarch’s body. The king’s form swelled and bulged grotesquely, becoming even more terrifying.

Woosh!

The king’s severed wing re-formed as Nessus used the biological material of the Highblood to heal its host. Likewise, its own strength surged and its wounds healed.

The Silverwing Monarch belched forth another gout of flame, stronger than before. There was no deflecting it.

Cloudhawk dashed back several dozen meters. Even in retreat, the heat nearly burned his arm off.

More and more Highblood converged around Nessus, fusing back into the form that birthed them. If it kept up this pace, it would only be a few minutes before the beast’s true, hideous nature was reforged.

They could not allow this to happen.

Cloudhawk, the Khan, and Abaddon might have had different motives, but right now, they were allies. In an inspired moment of mutual understanding, they acted. Cloudhawk summoned his dimensional power once again, dragging the others into more useful positions.

When the Khan reappeared, he attacked with superhuman speed. The air came alive with countless streaks of sizzling sword light.

One after another, Highblood in his path were carved into bloody pieces. Yet this made no difference, for the pieces themselves could move under Nessus’s control.

That was when Abaddon acted. Through the power of the Gospel, he turned the chunks into globs of sand. Now entirely destroyed, they dissolved and fell apart.

“Why are you trying to stop me?!” Nessus’s enraged shouts filled the air. “Everything I do, I do for our kin! Traitors! Traitors! Die!”

Nothing remained of the dignified Silverwing Monarch. Now, it was a monstrosity, hellish and dreadful. Although only about a dozen Highblood had been absorbed, its body was bloated, repulsive, and deformed.

It was like a mass of half-melted wax smashed together, a patchwork horror that was nauseating to behold. From its split skull, half of a demonic octopus emerged, its tentacles writhing menacingly. Those feelers gathered together, and in their midst, an orb of intense energy materialized!

When it was released, the orb was only roughly the size of a fist. By the time it reached Cloudhawk, it had swelled to several times that size, having a diameter of ten meters. The intensity of it felt like Nessus had chucked a mountain his way.

Cloudhawk teleported out of harm’s way.

The Silverwing Monarch never stopped its crazed yelling. “All of Imperia is my domain! I am the master of its people, and they are my crop! You think destroying the heart tree will stop me?! Foolish!”

Sour expressions painted the invaders’ faces. Cloudhawk answered its shouts. “If that’s so, then let’s show all of your people your true face!”

He teleported behind the king and took it by its silvery wings. Before Nessus could react, Cloudhawk released the power he’d been storing, and the two of them blinked from this dimension. They vanished from inside the Temple and appeared in the sky over the city.

“Monster!”

“Some terrible creature in the air!”

“What is that?!”

When the Silverwing Monarch was flung back into reality, its hideous form was revealed for all to see. Imperia’s citizens were surprised and disgusted by its terrible appearance. None could imagine that a fiend like this existed in their fair city!


94 / One’s True Face


“Imperia is under attack by invaders! Your king demands you destroy them!”

The Silverwing Monarch’s strained, hideous voice screeched through the air. Imperia’s citizens looked at one another, stupefied. Those Enforcers who saw it were either dumbstruck or scowled, but none looked pleased.

What the hell was this monster? Why was it calling itself their king?

In the hearts of Imperia’s people, their Silverwing Monarch was a majestic and awe-inspiring leader. Immortal, perfect, and in command of limitless power – even capable of bestowing noble blood unto lowly citizens. But this fiend that appeared before them was nothing like that. To think it was somehow associated with their ruler was blasphemous!

Glawyn’s pupils shrunk as she stared up at it. She spotted something behind the hideous figure – a familiar form. The gray cloak, bandages, and mask were all clear markers. Wasn’t that Cloudhawk? From Redleaf?

Cloudhawk hovered in empty space, staring at the creature. In a calm voice, he said, “Do you think your people will listen once they see your true face?”

The Silverwing Monarch answered with a low growl. “Hmph! They are nothing but crops I grow for my own use. Material I use to form a more perfect body! Without me, they would have been destroyed and scattered long ago. I built this kingdom. I am their king! And citizens must fight for their king!”

Cloudhawk vanished, but just for an instant. He reappeared with a fist planted in the monster’s body. His divine gauntlet unloaded a burst of power, tearing off a chunk of its form and flinging it backward.

“Wake up!”

Cloudhawk swung his sword, blazing with green fire, at Nessus. It came crashing down like a nightmarish meteor on the monster’s head.

The terrible energy it released could be felt by the people standing below. All who witnessed it shared a single thought. Who was this man? He was so strong! Why had he shown up here at the same time as this monster? Why had they appeared by the Temple?

The power Cloudhawk displayed was enough to slay any Chosen in Imperia. Glawyn especially looked at him with wide eyes.

This unimpressive guy was really this strong? She and an entire Enforcer squad probably couldn’t take him. Before, she had believed him when he said it was the bird that defeated Desmond. A man this strong certainly wasn’t nobody. What was he doing in their country? Why was he causing trouble in Imperia? What was his relationship with this silver-winged devil he fought?

All of these questions raced through her mind until she settled upon a single possibility. But she couldn’t believe it.

The monster’s enormous silver wings glowed brightly. Each feather shone like a relic as the energy it released formed into a protective shell. Cloudhawk’s sword of fire crashed into it and broke apart, spewing green fire everywhere. In response, the Monarch’s wings lashed out, catching Cloudhawk in the abdomen and flinging him away.

“Aargh!” The monster yelled in frustration and anger. “My subjects! Fight for me!”

Tens of thousands of Imperian citizens looked pained all at once. Blue veins crept into their faces as some latent power hidden inside them stirred. It snaked up from their chests, through their throats, into their faces, and up into their brains. Whatever it was took control of their thoughts.

Not good! Cloudhawk hadn’t expected Nessus to be so insane. It looked like every citizen of Imperia had a fragment of the creature in them!

These fragments of the beast didn’t have any special characteristics, remaining dormant most of the time. Only in a moment like this were they galvanized, awakened so that they could slither into the minds of these innocent people to deliver Nessus’s commands. Within a certain range, he had control of them just as he did with his other puppets. They shambled towards Cloudhawk like zombies at his behest.

This monster was an absolute terror! It was capable of controlling tens of thousands of people at once!

Abaddon and the Khan fought their way free of the Temple and raced into the fray. They couldn’t allow Nessus to prevail. Otherwise, it would mean tremendous danger.

Abaddon hefted his Gospel and summoned an ocean of sand that roiled through the air. The Silverwing Monster defended itself against the attacks that assailed it from within the sandstorm. Under its cover, the Khan of Evernight moved in close. Once he was close enough, he hacked at the puppet’s arms and wings with his light weapons.

Once again, the Silverwing Monster was badly wounded. Nessus, as strong as it was, could not recover quickly enough to ignore the raining blows.

Cloudhawk, the Khan, and Abaddon all fought together as one. How long could the creature hold out? In the blink of an eye, it suffered a devastating round of attacks.

Nessus did not continue to fight full-on. Soon, its control would be absolute. Once wholly under its control, the parasites would kill their hosts, but what did he care of these tiny mortal lives? In its twisted mind, there was only a singular focus – killing these usurpers!

Imperia belonged to it and it alone! Nessus still had a host of cards it had yet to play! It had an army of thralls and the three-headed rocs at his beck and call. All it had to do was stall for time and wait until its attackers were put in a difficult spot. There were only three of them after all – how could they defeat the king and his entire kingdom? That was the idea Nessus held to as it retreated.

Suddenly, the air was filled with delicate bubbles that appeared out of nowhere. They congregated in midair, condensing into one enormous orb. It appeared right where Nessus had fled to. The creature immediately felt the dire crisis enveloping it.

“Judas!”

Nessus reacted immediately. Judas’s orbs of annihilation?! It was already too late for it to escape!

Half of it managed to cross the border of the orb when Judas’s power activated. The bubble popped, and everything inside of it was reduced to nothing – including half of the Silverwing Monster. All that remained was half of its body below the wound in its chest. The rest had disappeared like smoke.

In the same instant, an armada of airships descended from the clouds over Imperia. Countless Noxian soldiers leaped from their decks into the city below. It was now an invasion.

Judas and his army had been waiting at the border of this place, waiting for its protective enchantments to fade. The moment it did, Nox’s army was deployed. As an elder of his race, Judas was far more powerful than Abaddon. His sneak attack was the final nail in the coffin. That perfect body that Nessus had worked on for a millennium was completely ruined.

Nessus gazed upon the mighty demon elder. It saw the wound in its chest that was still not healed after the battle at Sanctuary. Judas’s wounds, however, didn’t matter, for if he was here, it meant the fight was already over. Nessus did not have the power to turn back time.

Nessus slithered out of the Silverwing Monster’s head. It attempted to escape, but before getting more than a hundred meters, it rushed headlong into another bubble.

“Judas! Answer me!” Nessus was wholly in its original form, a hideous one-eyed octopus. The voice that came from it was filled with hatred and unwillingness, but it knew there was no escaping its fate. “Is this weak, worthless human really the chosen of the Demon King? Is this ignorant worm really strong enough to defeat the God King?! Can he – this wretched, insignificant human – really wear the crown of our master?! Answer me!”

For a moment, Judas was lost in thought. A cruel light flashed in his eyes, and he replied, “Who knows?”

That was the moment Judas’s bubble burst. A terrible, ear-splitting scream filled with unmitigated rage began and was then cut off abruptly. Not a single trace of the monster that had controlled this city remained.

Nessus the parasite was dead. The barbs that it had stuck in the city’s population all dissipated. The citizens of Imperia were saved.

Before long, Nox’s warships filled the sky, and its forces occupied all of the major districts. It was a change as sudden as it was earthshaking for the people of the city. No one could believe that the king who had ruled over them for a thousand years was actually a puppet for some despicable monster. Worse, it had also infected all of them.

Be it in the hearts of its citizens or the strength of its enchantments, this ancient and glorious city had collapsed. From now on, it was under the control of Nox and its army.

What would become of it?

Cloudhawk scowled at the thought. “What about my blood crystal?”

The Khan of Evernight answered his query. “It is being prepared for you. But now is not the time.”

His scowl deepened. “So when is the fuckin’ time?”

A loud, booming voice answered. “Your time has arrived!”

Cloudhawk turned his head towards the sound.

Judas had appeared behind him. He stretched out a hand, and from it poured a thick black fog. The instant it touched him, Cloudhawk could feel his body go as stiff as stone. Before he could react, Abaddon had wrapped him up in a cocoon of sand that left him no room to move.

What the fuck?!

Cloudhawk’s face went pale. Were they stabbing him in the back? But why? He felt like he could still be of use.

He struggled valiantly but achieved nothing. Helpless and angry, he growled, “This is what you call help?”

Judas met Cloudhawk’s hateful glare with a smirk. “Don’t worry. I said I would save you, and that’s exactly what I shall do. But did you really think we would accept a human as a Demon King?”

“If you won’t accept me as the Demon King, then what was the meaning of all of this?”

“Heh heh... simple, I intend to keep my word and help you assimilate all the Demon King has promised you. The power of my former king’s blood will restore you to perfect health. Of course, there is a very important caveat, a final step that I did not share.” Judas grinned at Cloudhawk, stressing every syllable. “I will erase your memories, and you will become my archfiend. A thoughtless puppet, always serving at my side.”
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Judas would not kneel before Cloudhawk. No demon would supplicate themselves before a human.

But if he was not prepared to accept Cloudhawk as his king, why did the elder save him from Sanctuary? Why spirit the injured Cloudhawk to safety, stave off his death while he was in a coma, and then point him towards the blood crystal?

It was because Judas was clever. He knew that no matter how he struggled or denied the fact, he could not change the reality that Cloudhawk had been chosen as the Demon King’s successor. He had already assimilated much of his predecessor’s power, and there was no denying the human had incredible potential. Without a doubt, he had come to inherit the power of the former Demon King.

So what to do? In fact, the simplest method was also the most effective. Through his own abilities and the power of demon blood, Judas would transform Cloudhawk into an archfiend! More specifically, the new Demon King would become his puppet!

It was a stark display of Judas’s ambition and desire. He rescued Cloudhawk, saved his life, and pointed him towards the blood crystal for this reason alone. So that Cloudhawk would become a powerful, unwitting servant.

Gods and demons had the special ability to manufacture attendants. For the gods, they were called seraphs. For demons, they were labeled fiends. At the heart of each was blood from their creator.

The first step in the process was injecting demon blood into a human recipient. Once host and blood had acclimated, a series of methods were used to induce catalysis. From there, the human underwent dramatic changes to assimilate a portion of the god or demon’s power but became a tool in exchange.

In the end, it would be neither god, nor demon, nor human.

Fiends and seraphs were possessed of inexhaustible energy. They neither aged nor died. Blackfiend was a perfect representation of a fully formed archfiend. Conversely, Autumn’s Dryad was an example of a godly seraph. What they had in common was an utter lack of independent thought. Whatever had existed inside of them prior to the transformation was gone, leaving only a husk filled with otherworldly power.

There was no difference between Judas and Nessus. Nessus wanted to become the Demon King and ascend. Judas was even more insane. In turning Cloudhawk into an archfiend, he would make him immortal – an undying Demon King who answered explicitly to Judas. In this way, he too would come to possess the power of the Demon King.

He who commanded the Demon King commanded all demons. This was Judas’s plan.

There were certain conditions necessary for the creation of a fiend. Not everyone could survive such a transformation. In fact, there was a very high rate of failure for the creation of seraphs and fiends, often during the first step. If a host body could not withstand the power of godly or demonic blood, then they were destroyed outright.

However, Judas’s idea was inspired. Cloudhawk needed the Demon King’s blood. They were already attuned. As the Demon King’s successor, his body had already assimilated his predecessor’s power and memories. The Demon King’s blood was the final step that would transform him into the perfect vessel.

It appeared Judas had all but succeeded! Cloudhawk had been captured, and the Demon King’s blood was in hand. Everything was prepared!

The demon elder could think of no more suitable plan. For the future of his race, they needed a Demon King that would live for eternity. For his own ambitious soul, he needed to control that power.

Those old fools of Gehenna, calling Judas the radical minority? Hadn’t Gehenna’s old guard been waiting for the return of the Demon King before making their next move? Well, from now on, Judas might not be the Demon King, but the Demon King would answer to him!

Cloudhawk was bound and caught in Judas’s domain of annihilation. In this field of terrible power, there was no way for him to teleport to safety. He had no means of escape. The Khan of Evernight and Judas escorted their future puppet back to Nox, for the demon elder could not wait to revel in his victory.

All the while, Cloudhawk was wracking his brain for any way to save himself. All it earned him was a headache. He hadn’t thought Judas was so interested in his body! Every time Judas looked at his prize, the madness in those crimson eyes grew fiercer.

Three powerful men and a coterie of Black Knights. It was quite the escort. Even if Cloudhawk could move enough to fight, it wouldn’t have helped him. From the instant he was captured all the way to Nox, Cloudhawk’s power was locked away. All he could do was be led along like a lamb to the slaughter.

The blood crystal’s essence was extracted, liquefied, and put in an IV bag. The Khan of Evernight personally saw to affixing a number of tubes to Cloudhawk’s body for the blood to pass through.

“There is no point in struggling.” The Khan’s digital red eyes glowed against Cloudhawk’s skin. “This is your fate. One cannot change fate.”

Cloudhawk sensed his doom was near, but he was not afraid. In fact, he stared at the Khan with perfect calm. The latter saw this and asked in that robotic voice, “Do you not fear death?”

“I very much fear death, but now that it’s here, I guess it doesn’t seem so bad.” Cloudhawk felt his body grow warm as the fluid started to be pumped into his veins. “It’s just a pity I won’t be able to keep my promises.”

The Khan said nothing further as he locked Cloudhawk into a familiar, fluid-filled capsule. The Demon King’s blood flowed into him, and Cloudhawk could feel the old injuries he’d sustained begin to heal. With every passing moment, more of the Demon King’s inheritance was assimilated into his body, becoming part of him.

At the same time, he was aware of the creeping murkiness in his head. An intense need for sleep washed over him. Suspended in this warm fluid, he imagined this must have been what it was like in the womb. He no longer needed to fear the storm raging outside and could finally sleep in peace.

He couldn’t remember the last time he’d had a really good night’s sleep…

He appreciated it, even though he knew it was a sleep he might never wake up from. He didn’t fight it. He was too exhausted to try. The prospect of a good long sleep was very appealing.

As the darkness closed in through the chambers of his mind, the image of a beautiful face shimmered behind his eyelids. It wasn’t until this moment when his final thoughts were fading that Cloudhawk realized how much he liked her. Such a shame he would never be able to tell her…

The regret he felt for it was intense. It was the last thing he felt before he lost consciousness.

Two months passed. One day, Judas, Abaddon, and the Khan of Evernight were standing before the chamber. It was a strange contraption that clearly wasn’t made in this world. It almost had a life of its own and pulsed like a heart. Each rhythmic beat was matched by a gentle glow of red that danced across its surface.

“It’s nearly complete.” Abaddon’s raspy chuckle was harsh in this confined place. “The Demon King’s remaining power is strong enough to repair any damage to his body. Now, he will reach his full potential. When he wakes up, he’ll be as mighty as Skye Polaris had been before his demise. And with the Demon King’s psychic inheritance, his mental abilities may outstrip my own!”

Judas did not respond. He knew this wasn’t enough. What they needed was the Demon King’s cuirass. That was also a portion of the inheritance Cloudhawk had yet to assimilate.

The demon elder gave his orders. “It’s time to start the next stage of the process. Begin the transformation.”

Cloudhawk had completely absorbed the Demon King’s power. The injuries he’d sustained from Arcturus and the Cloud God were no more. It was now time to turn him into an archfiend.

Once started, this process was irreversible. Cloudhawk would never again be human and would instead be a creature like Blackfiend that answered to a master. A mindless body with incredible power.

Abaddon and the Khan shared a glance. Judas looked at the lesser demon in irritation. “What are you waiting for?”

“Elder Judas, the Demon King cannot pass on all of his power. Even his successor can only inherit a piece of it… not enough to enshrine a new Demon King, no?”

Dissatisfaction gleamed in the demon elder’s eyes. “What are you trying to say?”

“When our king passed on his boon, it was not with the intention of having his successor use this inheritance alone to kill the God King. It was intended as a starting point.” Abaddon turned his eyes to the capsule Cloudhawk floated in. “Once Cloudhawk is an archfiend, there will be no further growth. He will remain as he is for eternity. It would mean the Demon King of this generation would be far inferior to the God King – inferior even to the Demon King of the last generation. Is this what we want?”

“Shut your mouth!” Judas’s anger flared. “You dare question my orders?”

Abaddon’s throat closed tight as if seized by an invisible force.

“No no no… ! Why would I dare do such a thing? I was just thinking -” Abaddon’s face suddenly darkened, and he laughed. “- of killing you!”

There was a flash of purple light, and a glowing blade protruded from Judas’s chest. The demon elder looked down with disbelief in his burning red eyes.

The Khan of Evernight had been waiting for this moment to show his hand. The instant Judas revealed a weak point, he struck. His burning sword of light was pushed to the hilt through the demon elder’s body.

Judas roared in pain and fury! He released a horrific torrent of power in all directions. Both Abaddon and the Khan were blown away.

The wounds Judas sustained during the assault on Sanctuary were not yet healed, and this sneak attack made them worse. He growled in pain and covered the wound. “Traitors! Both of you!”

“Don’t make such terrible accusations, elder!” The sinister grin remained on Abaddon’s face. “In fact, it is you who betrayed your race by failing to keep your ambition in check! As a member of Gehenna, how could I stand by and watch you destroy the hope of our people?”

“Kill them!” Judas shouted his orders to the Black Knights nearby. “Kill these traitors!”

The ominous warriors were unmoved as though they heard nothing.

The Khan of Evernight’s emotionless voice sounded out. “Do not waste energy. I am the governor of Nox. The Black Knights answer to me.”

Judas was taken completely by surprise. He was not prepared for such treachery. In the midst of his confusion, another voice joined the conversation.

“Did you think you could rise among the ranks of the elders with such clumsy planning and methods? You are a disgrace to Gehenna!” A figure stepped into view, bookish, unassuming, with a single good eye.

He was followed by a sizable crowd. Among them were Inkspecter, Squall, Ravenous Tiger, Three-Eyed Spider, and other agents from the Hand of Gehenna. Leading them was none other than Wolfblade.

“Shepherd God…” Judas saw that among this invading force was a figure in a green dress. He saw her first during the battle for Sanctuary and suspected she might be the fallen deity, the former master of the Silver Kingdom. Such a prideful entity following the orders of a simple man. There was clearly more to Wolfblade than what his appearance would suggest.

“Who are you?”

“You still haven’t figured it out? You continue to disappoint me!”

“I don’t care who you are. You have dared to stand against me. I will erase any memory of you from this earth!”

Anger flared within Judas. His domain of annihilation bloomed, preparing to eliminate this sudden threat. But Wolfblade merely flicked his finger, and with that motion, a shimmering blue blade without a hilt shot from his body. It sliced through the orbs of sinister power without stopping. It shot through the demon elder’s body and extracted a strange blue object in the process.

It affixed itself to the sword as though it were magnetic. Judas’s Hilt of Annihilation. It joined with Wolfblade’s blue sword to create a complete blade.

These two incredible relics were, in fact, one whole.

Wolfblade motioned once again, and the reforged sword shot back to his hand. With his free hand, he stroked the weapon with an emotive sigh, like a man who’d been reunited with a long-lost lover. “It’s been over a thousand years since we fought with the king during the Great War. It was this sword that bit into the body of the God King. A thousand years… it is finally time for it to be born again.”

Fear emerged in Judas’s eyes as the realization washed over him. “Grand Elder… Legion!”

Yes. The one today known as Wolfblade was Gehenna’s second-in-command, the Grand Elder and Prime Seal of the Elder Council. Legion.

Most demons suspected Legion had died long ago. None would expect a creature with power second only to the Demon King himself to reemerge in human form. He had remained in the shadows all this time, quietly manipulating events to his own ends… Judas knew in that instant that his time was over. Everything he had fought to accomplish amounted to just a small part in Legion’s grand scheme.

Now, his part was done.

Legion would not allow him to linger unnecessarily.

“Thank you for all you’ve done for Gehenna and our new Demon King.” Wolfblade waved his hand, and the Shepherd God stepped forth. A sound reverberated in the demon elder’s brain, like a death knell. “Now, your service ends.”


96 / Lighting the Path


Cloudhawk’s eyes fluttered open and were immediately stabbed by harsh interior light. They gleamed like light bulbs themselves, one dark gold and the other an angry crimson. One holy and dignified, the other sinister and frightening. They gleamed like the power that illuminated them was on the cusp of going out of control.

A few moments later, the lights dimmed and vanished, and his eyes were once more their typical black.

Stirring from his long slumber, Cloudhawk’s head was muddled. However, he soon noticed that he felt physically more comfortable than at any other time he could remember. From head to toe, from inside out, his body buzzed with power and vitality.

He looked down at his hands. His fingers were as pale as jade and almost seemed to glow. His nails were translucent and gleamed with a healthy luster. Every muscle in his hands and arms was well-defined like an alabaster carving. He felt like a beast, full of power waiting to burst free.

What did they do to him? He felt like a new man, a caterpillar transformed into a butterfly.

He clenched his fists, relaxed, then clenched again. A brief movement, but somehow, it felt like all the power in his body could be focused in those fists and used to punch right through airships. It appeared he had finally, fully assimilated all of the Demon King’s inheritance.

Wolfblade, Abaddon, the Khan of Evernight, and Autumn all stood around him. Cloudhawk didn’t need to ask to know what had happened.

Everything had been a part of Wolfblade’s plan. Judas was no more. He didn’t ask what the demon elder’s fate was. He already knew. He wasn’t a threat any longer.

Wolfblade looked upon Cloudhawk with what could only be called relief. He was like an artist setting his eyes on a masterpiece after the final stroke of his brush, seeing the culmination of all his hard work. Like a parent who sighed with relief when they realized their child had finally grown up. No one knew just how much effort and pain Wolfblade had gone through to see this moment.

“You’ve finally taken the step.”

When Abaddon addressed Cloudhawk, he did it with something almost like respect.

Autumn’s cold eyes no longer had the same degree of contempt. Rather, there was a deep sense of dread, for from this moment on, Cloudhawk wasn’t some insignificant mortal. He was qualified to stand on her level.

The Khan of Evernight remained silent. No one knew what he felt behind that robotic helmet.

“You have combined the godly blood you were born with and the demonic blood you were given. Two bloodlines integrated into your body with the Trespasser mutation you were given long ago. Though you were born a human, the genetic material gifted to you by higher beings makes you so much more. You have more potential now than any other human, including the likes of Skye Polaris.”

Cloudhawk did not speak. He just kept looking at his hands.

The first person to recognize that Cloudhawk came from unique stock was Hellflower. During her examinations, after he was infected with Trespasser, she noticed the off mutations. They were actually markers – signs that he was carrying some shadow of a divine lineage.

While Judas was attempting to turn him into a fiend, Trespasser was hard at work in Cloudhawk’s body. The demonic blood injected into him was assimilated with the help of the virus so that two similar yet different bloodlines could combine. Somehow, through the incredible capabilities of Trespasser, Cloudhawk had become the human product of godly and demonic blood. His potential and every other quality went far beyond what anyone could imagine.

It all had fallen perfectly into place. From Cloudhawk’s inherent abilities to Trespasser to this final moment. Even Cloudhawk felt somehow complete, like something new that had grown out of nothing, a sculpture that had emerged from the marble. Wolfblade had been the architect of it all. His run-in with Roste and all the experiences that followed were all part of his machinations.

“I’m… much stronger than I was,” Cloudhawk muttered.

“That’s right,” Wolfblade replied. “The former Demon King’s power and wisdom persist in you. But it is not all of what the Demon King was. It is a fraction, a piece. In time, you will become stronger and finally become the supreme being we of Gehenna have been waiting for.”

A smirk pulled at the corners of Cloudhawk’s lips. It was unclear whether it was self-mockery or a grin directed at Wolfblade. He felt neither joy nor sorrow at this new transformation. Instead, there was just… indifference.

Cloudhawk was no longer interested in screaming and railing against this destiny. If this truly was preordained, then let his fate come. Sometimes, people had to learn to accept the unavoidable, to embrace what was meant to be.

“More and more of the memories I inherited are awakening. I know a lot more now than I ever have.” Cloudhawk’s eyes fixed on Wolfblade. “Do you prefer to continue being called Wolfblade, or shall we refer to you as Grand Elder Legion?”

“A thousand years ago as the former Demon King lay dying, he entrusted me with finding a suitable successor. For a millennium, I have wandered under many different guises, searching every corner of the globe. Then I found you. What I am now is not the Legion of old. I am a guide who was given a mission he intends to complete.” Wolfblade met Cloudhawk’s gaze with calm and dignity. “Most of my task is complete, but your mission is only beginning. Let’s stick to Wolfblade.”

Cloudhawk nodded. “What should I do next?”

Wolfblade smiled. “You are the King. You are our leader. No one would dare presume to tell you what to do. You have the power to do whatever you please, and we four are your mighty lieutenants.”

Wolfblade, the Shepherd God, Abaddon, and the Khan of Evernight. Then there was the old drunk, Nox, the Dark Atom, Woodland Vale, Greenland itself… Indeed, Cloudhawk now commanded an army of incredible and talented people. He was also now responsible for millions of lives. It was truly a vast measure of power.

A thousand years.

The wastelands had been absent a leader like this for a thousand years. The Crimson One’s predictions seemed to have come true, but the wastes had produced an even stronger, more perfect leader who had finally matured. Perhaps in the very near future, true revolution would come to the world.

Cloudhawk looked around at the others. “What is the state of Meadow?”

Wolfblade answered, “Things are not going well. They have lost their Silverwing Monarch. The kingdom is on the verge of collapse.”

Cloudhawk rubbed his chin in consideration for a time. “You mean to tell me that you all will listen to my orders from now on?”

Wolfblade answered without hesitation. “The King’s orders come before all else.”

“Good. The Silver Kingdom is home to millions. It would be unforgivable if a realm of that scale fell to ruin.” Cloudhawk turned his attention towards Autumn. “I suggest the Shepherd God return to her flock. Regain control, rebuild. The Silver Kingdom can be saved.”

Wolfblade nodded. “That is the best way. Meadow has fallen and is no match for the likes of Skycloud, but it is a realm of millions with many talented Chosen. It is a formidable power. If we take it under our governance, it is sure to pay us back in spades.”

“Prepare. We leave in an hour.”

Having given the order, Cloudhawk rose from his bed and left the room.

Now that the likes of Wolfblade had come under his banner, Cloudhawk could sit comfortably in the leader’s chair. From the moment he established Greenland, Cloudhawk was a wastelander chieftain. He had already embarked on this road, so he might as well go further. With so many powerful cards in his hands, what would there be to fear when he finally came into conflict with Skycloud?

“Cloudhawk!”

The shout came from behind. He turned his head and saw the green-clad figure standing in the hall. Concern marked her young features.

Cloudhawk looked her over. “You… Autumn?”

“I have reached a sort of agreement with the Shepherd God. She will let me take control from time to time.”

Autumn slowly made her way towards Cloudhawk, and the two continued to walk shoulder to shoulder. They walked up to a glass window and looked out into the vast and dim splendor of the City of Eternal Night. He suddenly realized that this place, which had been painstakingly built over generations, was now the seat of his power.

Anxiety was still evident in Autumn’s frail features. “Cloudhawk, do you really plan to walk this road they laid out for you?”

Cloudhawk looked at his reflection in the glass and muttered, “What is there to avoid? Look at me now, greater than I would have ever dreamed.”

Autumn looked at him, standing by her side. He was taller, handsome, strong, and powerful. Seemingly perfect, yet almost completely different from the man she’d met in Sandbar Station years ago. “If I could turn back time, I would go back. Back to the Sandbar, when I met you for the first time in your shop.”

His lips curled at the memory. “So that I could continue to cook up ways to steal eboncrys from you.”

Autumn smiled as well. It was bitter and sad. “You were a rascal then. But following you on our adventures to recover the flute were the best times of my life.”

“It serves nothing to always think of the past. The experiences I’ve had and the nap I was forced to take have made things very clear.” Cloudhawk’s dark eyes shuffled northward. “The road ahead is long, I need to be ready. I tried avoiding it, and all I did was run headlong into my destiny. No point in avoiding it any further.”

Autumn fell silent. Her memories and those of the Shepherd God had melded together by now. She knew better than anyone how dark and cruel the road Cloudhawk had chosen would turn out to be.

She raised her head and looked once more upon this perfect specimen of a man. Although his road was dark and shrouded in mist, she would do everything in her power to be a light. She didn’t know how long she would be able to walk with him, but she wished with all her heart that Cloudhawk would conquer the shadows that were closing in to devour him.


97 / Taking Imperia


Three months after the Silverwing Monarch’s death, much had changed in the kingdom’s capital. The enchantments that kept out the frigid surrounding environment had fallen. Cold crept in. What had been a city of eternal spring was now buried in deadly frost. Its flowers and forests were robbed of heat and died.

Chaos the likes of which Imperia had never known now reigned.

Nox’s forces, dispatched by Judas to Imperia, managed to maintain their grip on power. However, with time, that tentative grasp loosened. Living conditions for the city’s denizens worsened by the week. The growing risk of famine spurned their anger and resentment.

No one wanted to merely sit back and await death by exposure or starvation. Forrest Blackwood, leader of the Enforcers, rose up. He organized a resistance with the intention of taking back Imperia for its citizens!

Forrest had a lauded reputation in Imperia. When he sent out the call for all Enforcers and high-ranking citizens of the city to rise up, it was answered. Before long, he’d managed to cobble together a formidable force to counter Noxian rule. Immediately, the two opposing groups came into conflict as the situation in Imperia deteriorated.

Imperia. A city with a long and storied history, beautiful and ethereal, was now aflame. Black smoke mingled with snow over an environment turned foul from fear, hatred, and violence.

Glawyn, of course, had joined the resistance even though she had no idea how this had all come about. All she knew was that her beloved city had entered a period of unprecedented strife. Dark forces from the city of perpetual night were trying to strangle the life from Imperia. The enchantments that protected them for a millennium had fallen and would not return. They were teetering on the precipice of destruction.

What no one could fathom was why Judas had not shown himself in the several months since sacking the city. Nox’s garrison here was a token force only. How could they be expected to hold off a well-organized resistance force? The battle raged back and forth for over a month. Both sides suffered heavy losses. However, the resistance had the benefit of home turf and knew their city far better than the Noxians. Forces from the City of Eternal Night were eventually pushed all the way back to the Temple.

“Imperia cannot fall into enemy hands!”

“We will protect our capital to the death!”

“Bastards! Leave our home!”

Today, the air bore a piercing chill, and snow swirled in the air.

Forrest was at the head of a group of ninety or more capable Enforcers, eight hundred ordinary Chosen, and thirty thousand Imperian militia soldiers. The last bunch was a spontaneous, grass-roots group that had sprung up and joined the Enforcers, enraged by the state of their home.

This would be the final battle to determine the fate of Imperia! If they could recapture the Temple, they could finally expel these fiends from their city.

The people were angry and confused. Glawyn was as well. What would the future of Imperia be like? Had their Silverwing Monarch really fallen? Had that monstrous thing that appeared above the city months ago really been their king?

Where were the mighty Highblood? How had Nox’s forces invaded so easily, uncontested by their winged protectors? Had they all been destroyed? That seemed impossible. The Highblood were Imperia’s mightiest defenders. How could they be so easily bested?

Most important in the minds of the resistance, though, was the declining state of their home. They would not stand for it! Doubts and fears overflowed in the hearts of the people.

But even if they were successful, even if they managed to drive out these invaders, Imperia would never return to the way it was before.

Truth and reality were often cruel. What would happen once the Temple was opened and its secrets were revealed? Would the citizens – once so devout in their service to the king – continue to delude themselves and worship a false idol?

Forrest Blackwood hadn’t considered it. As the city’s most loyal guardian, he only needed to remember a little of the life they used to live. No matter what happened, Imperia belonged to its people. He would not give it up to outsiders from Nox.

“Begin the attack!”

Forrest raised his sword. Members of the resistance lined up behind him howled their war cries, giving voice to all their anger and misgivings. It was time to take back their home!

The crowd clenched their weapons, ready to throw themselves into combat with the Black Knights occupying the Temple.

But as they prepared to move in, there was a crash overhead. A shadow swept by as several large warships appeared, looming above their city. When Forrest and the others saw the ferocious appearance of the airships, their hearts sank, for they had to have come from Nox. Enemy reinforcements. By the looks of it, the Lord of Nox himself had joined the fray.

Forrest shouted over the din. “Don’t be afraid! We fight to the death!”

There was no turning back for any of them, nor would Imperia and Nox ever learn to live in peace. Now that the situation had come to this, there was no other choice but to fight to the end. Either they took back the city with their blood and their lives, or they failed and were no more. As proud citizens of this city, for their fallen king, they would never submit to Noxian rule!

Forrest called the charge! Yet as they rushed forward, the air before the resistance forces began to shimmer. Five individuals appeared where moments before there had been no one.

One was savage and terrible; one was beautiful and majestic; one was hidden beneath black armor and a dark helmet; one was a one-eyed scholar. Yet, although each was unique, the one who drew the most attention was their leader.

The man was as pure as jade, handsome, and dignified. He had skin that made women jealous and a physique any man would envy. Straight black hair hung around his alluring features, and the crowd was stopped dead by his staggering black eyes that glimmered like stars. His age was a mystery, but what was immediately clear was that this man was anything but ordinary.

Abaddon waved his hand, and the book he carried became a wall of sand. The rocks and arrows shot their way by the crowd were foiled. In the next breath, that wall became a torrent of sand that swept away the force’s vanguard. With a halfhearted wave of his hand, the demon struck fear into this vast army. Without question, any one of these five individuals could obliterate them.

“I am the leader of Nox, Cloudhawk!”

Glawyn stopped dead in her tracks as though caught in a dream. She recognized the one controlling the sand as a terrible and powerful demon. The one in the dark armor, she realized now, was the Khan of Evernight.

But their leader… Cloudhawk? How could it be him?

She’d met him first in Redleaf where he’d given her the impression of a ragged and eccentric outsider. But the one standing before her now bearing the same name was completely different. Fear and anger welled up inside of her when she remembered that it was she who brought him and the Khan into the city.

These two men could cause earthquakes with a stomp of their feet, and they had used her. It was humiliating to discover that she’d been so blind. She was so upset that she could hardly breathe.

“Whoever you are, you are all invaders! You will all die!”

Forrest was ready to continue the charge, but before the words left his lips, Cloudhawk strode forward. With this action came the birth of several dozen serpents of fire. Each one was dozens of meters long and spun around the group at high speeds. The sickly green flames were unmistakable, the terrible and legendary Castigation Fire. Cloudhawk’s power had surpassed the Crimson One, and his ability to manipulate the flames was now far greater.

Once again, the citizens of Imperia stared in shock. Such overwhelming power summoned from nowhere! He seemed as strong as their late Silverwing Monarch, if not stronger.

Cloudhawk’s eyes swept over the crowd. “The one who previously pulled Nox’s strings – Judas – has been dispatched by my hand. The creature you worshiped as the Silverwing Monarch was a tool under the control of a monster, a puppet that has been eliminated.”

“Nonsense!”

The citizens answered him with incredulous shouts. Cloudhawk knew his words fell on deaf ears, but he had long since learned not to care what others thought.

He continued, “The Highblood you adored and aspired to become no longer exists. The creature that controlled your king controlled them just the same. They were nothing more than corpses without minds of their own. False angels that acted under one despicable will. Your loved ones were gone the instant they became the Monarch’s marionettes.”

As Cloudhawk said this, he released a storm of mental energy. From within the Temple emerged several figures – twenty or so men and women with spotless white wings. They descended from on high before the masses, much to their shock and alarm. These were the Highblood they had hoped to see, who had hidden in the Temple since the Silverwing Monarch’s disappearance. They hovered before the army now with stiff expressions and glazed eyes, as though they were made of wood.

The Silverwing Monarch had controlled these puppets through psychic power. The conduits that made that possible were the fragments of Nessus writhing within them.

These fragment tentacles acted like independent creatures. They subsisted on their hosts and took root in their brains, manipulating their nervous systems to their own ends. Cloudhawk, by imitating Nessus’s psychic signature, was able to resonate with these tentacles and thus take control of the Highblood.

However, he could only control their bodies. He was unable to reach into them deep enough to have them speak. However, this display was enough to prove his point about their king.

Cloudhawk’s voice remained calm and dispassionate. “A city cannot survive without a leader. I intend to present you with a new administrator – or rather, the return of an old one. The true mistress of this kingdom. It was she who established your realm a thousand years ago. She is the only one who can return it to its former glory.”

Autumn watched in silence. When Cloudhawk finished his introduction, she turned and walked into the Temple.

In the space of just a few moments, the damage to the Temple was reversed. The fallen boundary protecting them sparked back to life. Those sectors of the city damaged during this war were renewed with astonishing speed.

Cloudhawk watched the shock spread across the faces of Imperia’s citizens. He did not expect these people to just accept that Autumn was their leader, but he had no doubt that the Shepherd God was the true master of this place. It was her duty to take the reins.

The Shepherd God’s powers were not limited to the city. Upon returning to the Temple, her powers extended to every corner of the realm. The Silver Kingdom once again became Meadow, a realm of warmth and beauty blessed with eternal spring. With such a bounty, what would the people’s opinion of their new leader be? Imperia had lost a king but regained a god!

And all of it was under Cloudhawk’s command.


98 / The Polar Conflict


Six months had passed since the terrible battle at Sanctuary.

Since that time, calm had returned to Skycloud. Master Arcturus Cloude wielded his political and military dominance well and came upon no resistance as he managed the realm. Through a plan of strategic isolation, Skycloud consolidated its powers and closed itself off from the world. It was touted as a way to prolong peace and usher the realm into a period of self-cultivation.

Thanks to Skycloud’s rich resources and infrastructure, the considerable damage done over recent years was all but reversed in twelve months.

Arcturus Cloude often mulled over the future and its complexities. He enacted an ambitious plan that not only vastly increased the size of Skycloud’s forces but also gathered the mightiest representatives from every organization throughout the land.

It was an unprecedented shakeup, with Arcturus at the helm. The military industry churned, growing stronger every day during this iron period of resurgence.

In the wastelands, things were decidedly less peaceful. Not long after the battle for Sanctuary, Natessa tried to unify the wastelands in a concerted campaign against the southern wilds. Since the beginning of hostilities, she’d sent more than two dozen war parties of different sizes into that unknown place.

As Greenland’s governor, Dawn Polaris stood firm against the aggressive posture of the Conclave of Judgment. She leveraged the stories of what happened at Sanctuary to raise Greenland’s profile and created the Southern Confederation. This period of wastelands strife between the southern wilds and the northern barrens was given a name: The Polar Conflict!

It had been half a year since the beginning of this war. Although the end had not yet arrived, the outcome was clear.

The Conclave of Judgment was powerful, and Natessa was a skilled leader. The Confederation’s surrender or defeat was only a matter of time. All that remained was the shrinking territory of Greenland itself. It seemed inevitable that the day the Conclave of Judgment ruled the entirety of the wastes was approaching.
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Dawn, Sandspire.

Sand rasped as it was blown through the half-buried ruins.

Bad news had been constant. The city’s environment had grown dismal and defeated. Those cities under Greenland’s protection had nearly all fallen. Recent reports claimed that the Conclave of Judgment would next set its sights on Sandspire. Their city was closest to Greenland. If the Conclave occupied it, they would have their enemy encircled. At that point, the Confederation would be doomed.

More than ten thousand Confederate troops were stationed in the city. They were the last, token resistance of their alliance. It was led by a group of fierce and grotesque mutant warriors.

Each one was different, but they all used the same weaponry. Crude copies of weapons from the Elysian lands, exorcist rods. These were the Goshawks.

The hero Cloudhawk was their founder. He had once led them as the vanguard at the battle for Sanctuary.

Every wastelander cherished the memory of that great day. It was the battle that turned Cloudhawk into a legend and Greenland into a mecca for those who sought glory. And yet, such a pity, for that same battle saw the fall of the man who contributed so much to the south.

The Confederation’s mightiest fighters were arrayed at the front of the battle lines. Elite men and women from Greenland and the Dark Atom. Yet even among these entrancing folks, one beautiful figure stood out.

She was tall, with long shapely legs and platinum blonde hair. Her curves were wrapped in wastelander leathers that did nothing to hide her perfect body. Her hands were wrapped around the hilt of a large sword, and her eyes were shut. She was waiting for something.

Everyone looked at her with eyes filled with fanaticism and worship. She was their greatest warrior, a former noble of Skycloud whose family had at one time been a nightmare for people like them. Today, she was one of them, a wastelander, leading them to glory.

She was Dawn Polaris. A powerful woman, a beautiful woman, as strong as iron.

When Greenland lost its founder, Dawn rose up to take the reins. She continued Cloudhawk’s legacy by working to develop the city he loved even further. Were it not for the Conclave’s hostilities, thanks to Cloudhawk’s reputation, Greenland would have become a true jewel of the wastelands.

When the Conclave started making moves, it was Dawn who established the Southern Confederation. For half a year, she led them at the fore, fighting at the front lines heedless of the danger. Baptized by war, she had grown stronger and wiser. She was, unequivocally, their leader.

“They’re here!”

Dawn slowly opened her eyes. Gone were the pride and frivolousness of years ago. Rather, they bore the look of someone who had weathered life’s tribulations and learned from them. She was as bold and stable as the weapon she wielded, like an angel born from this blasted earth.

People change. Dawn had changed. She’d grown into a woman very different from the one who left Skycloud.

The sound of rumbling engines met their ears as a dark line appeared on the horizon. The Conclave’s formidable armada approached. It numbered over a thousand flying machines and airships and nearly choked out the sky.

Natessa had not been content with merely controlling the northern forces. She had been steadily absorbing southern powers to bolster her army so that now they numbered nearly a million strong. Virtually all of the south had come under her iron fist, and all that remained was this small holdout. Dawn’s last gasp. Today, Natessa would make sure her breathing ceased entirely.

The wastelands would be unified at last!

But unification meant destruction. Today was likely the final hours of the Southern Confederation. Dawn knew she could not win against a force of this size, but she would die trying.

The Conclave of Judgment was controlled by Arcturus Cloude behind the scenes. His support sped up the group’s development, and indeed, many high-powered fighters had appeared among their ranks. These warriors had almost certainly been dispatched specifically by Arcturus to bolster the Conclave’s ranks. Each time a new batch of deadly soldiers appeared, it made Natessa’s forces that much harder to repel.

“This will be a bit of a hassle,” the old drunk muttered over Dawn’s shoulder. He watched the dark line approach. “They get bigger by the day, while our numbers shrink. It looks like they’re bringing ten times what we’ve got. It doesn’t look good.”

“No more running. Sandspire is our last line of defense. If we fail here, we’ll be left to cower in Greenland and wait for destruction.” “Hassle” was definitely an understatement, and Dawn knew it. Yet, as those dark shapes in the distance continued to swell, so did her resolve. A hard, fervent light gleamed in her eyes. “Arcturus Cloude has Skycloud in the palm of his hand. Now he wants the wastelands. Whatever his aim is, we won’t make it easy for him.”

The drunk could only sigh. “The power disparity is too great.”

Dawn turned her eyes back to her own troops, who were shuffling behind her. “I will hold this line! We have to hold out until Cloudhawk returns!”

The drunk was even more discouraged when he heard her words. Cloudhawk. Would he ever be coming back? It’d been six months since he fell at the battle for Sanctuary. After so long, there seemed little chance he was still alive.

Dawn addressed her troops. “Are you afraid?!”

Her army answered in one booming voice. “Never afraid!”

She nodded in satisfaction. “We are warriors of Greenland! We will never yield! Hold your weapons high and fight with me… to the end!”

Clinging to this city was foolish. This wasn’t a fortress. It was a half-buried ruin in the middle of a desert. The city itself was surrounded by a sprawling expanse of ancient remains, however, and Dawn had spread out her troops at strategic areas throughout the ruins. It made it impossible for the Conclave to pinpoint the location of their main force. If they complicated the engagement enough, it would give them an advantage. If they made themselves a smaller and more diffuse target, then the Conclave’s greater firepower wouldn’t give them an edge.

A few moments later, the Conclave’s armada was close enough to begin firing. They were five kilometers away from the walls of the city. As the soldiers below watched, that dark line erupted into a wave of light and fire.

Followed by the deafening sound of rolling thunder.

Hundreds of missiles and burning shells came rocketing towards Sandspire.

They slammed into the walls, blowing them apart in several places. Structures closest to the defenses collapsed from the aftershocks. If Dawn had garrisoned her army in the city, half of her troops would have been obliterated in the opening salvo.

But in reality, Sandspire was completely empty. Its destruction was an acceptable loss. Southern Confederation soldiers watched the destruction from their guerrilla positions among the ruins.

Their weapons were no match for Conclave equipment. However, as an ancient industrial complex, Sandspire had a hefty cache of munitions they could rely on. With the addition of Dark Atom artillery, they were well-stocked with missiles, bullets, and bombs.

“Counterattack!”

The Conclave’s armada had crept into range. Dawn stood out in the open, a signal flag raised high to signal her orders.

Cells hidden throughout the ruins leaped into action. Cannons were positioned, and mortars were adjusted. A dark and bloody battle was about to begin, one that was sure to ravage the air and land. What would remain when the dust settled?

Conclave ships continued their barrage, and Confederate installations released their payloads. In an instant, the intensity of the battle skyrocketed. Natessa’s forces were fierce, but its concerted attacks were ineffective against a force so spread out. She watched as her airships began to drop from the sky.

Be it equipment or numbers, the Conclave of Judgment had a clear advantage. However, the Confederation was reasonably defended in their twisted metal enclaves. The northern army’s superior guns meant nothing if they had nothing to hit. They meant even less once the ships were shot down.

But the Southern Confederation was not without casualties. Swaths of their number were buried alive when missiles struck nearby ruins. One explosion nearby almost took out Dawn’s position. Covered in dust, she scrambled up from the wreckage without missing a step. She cried out over the cacophony of war, her sword held high. “Keep up the attack!”

Sandspire’s convoluted environment was peppered with small defense garrisons, each a few hundred strong. The ruins were a hive of activity as soldiers fought for their lives. Soldiers fired wildly into the enemy armada with shoulder-mounted rocket launchers and more dangerous ordnance. They were fully mobilized for guerrilla warfare, hoping that this tactic could stop the Conclave’s advance.

But there was a limit to what they could accomplish. The Conclave had the high ground. Lumbering ships punished the surrounding area with carpet bombing.

Natessa saw that her fleet’s attacks were cumbersome, and their enemy was fast and agile. She gave her next order, authorization for a particular weapon – one they’d prepared specifically for this situation.

A cloud of unobtrusive spheres was belched from the airships. When they detonated, they carpeted the landscape with a low-hanging cloud of toxic green mist.

Biological weapons, bombs of potent poisonous gas. They were prepared to fight an enemy that was hard to hit with conventional weapons. Those who breathed in the foul smoke died almost immediately.

Most terrible of all, this mist would seep through all the crevices of these ruins over the next ten days. There was no escape.

As the Conclave repositioned to coat the entirety of the battlefield with their poison, another force appeared in the distance. Without any warning or hesitation, it began to fire on the dark armada.

Dawn and her soldiers stared at the sky in shock. “Those are Noxian forces! Has Cloudhawk returned?”


99 / The Return


In the midst of their biological attack on Sandspire, the Conclave of Judgment came under attack from a surprise force sent by Nox. A mass of missiles plowed into the Conclave armada, blasting several ships out of the air.

Suddenly, the commander of the armada found himself in a difficult spot. He began shouting orders to mount a counteroffensive and reorganize the ships. The cumbersome vessels were turning to face this new threat when an even more unexpected event occurred.

The sky overhead split apart, and from the dark recesses of a portal there emerged a shower of meteors. They pelted the Conclave’s ships with a seemingly unending supply, all of various sizes.

The small ones were the size of a small house. The larger ones could almost be classified as small mountains. Tumbling from the heavens, they struck the enemy airships with unimaginable force. Conclave shields were useless, and in the blink of an eye, twenty vessels were obliterated. Another hundred suffered various degrees of damage. The whole formation was cast into disarray.

Nox’s ships stopped their assault in lieu of a direct charge. Their huge, black vessels steamed at the enemy at full speed.

The Conclave’s warriors were numerous but unrefined. Most came from wastelander settlements or smaller cities. Aside from the Dark Atom, there weren’t many organizations in the northern barrens with respectable manufacturing or science. As a result, Conclave ships were a mix of good and bad.

Noxian vessels were different. Hundreds of years of development and progress were not for nothing. Nox’s technological superiority surpassed that of any other group, including the Dark Atom.

The City of Evernight’s forces had suffered terribly during the battle for Sanctuary, so the ships they could spare for this campaign were relatively few. However, compared to the patchwork monstrosities used by the Conclave, Noxian weapons and ships were vastly superior.

The Conclave armada was being brutally pummeled!

When the two armies met above Sandspire, the air became a churning tempest of fire and metal. Ships could not fire at will without significant risk to their own forces. Once within range, Nox dispatched thousands of soldiers in boarding parties, which included their most capable warriors and cadres of Black Knights. They followed Abaddon and the Khan of Evernight into battle, and where they went, destruction followed.

Too strong! Nox’s army was far too strong!

The armada’s leaders mulled over their options. Battle groups began showing signs of retreat, having no appetite for further conflict.

Members of the Southern Confederation watched from below, shocked and confused. Suddenly, the mighty Conclave had its haunches raised and was shuffling back when it had seemed indomitable just a moment ago.

The guerrillas avoided the toxic clouds while watching the sky, but their eyes snapped down when a heroic figure suddenly appeared before them. Once in full view of the soldiers, his features were revealed: dark eyes, raven black hair, a handsome face. He looked young but also carried himself with an enduring dignity and mysteriousness that made judging his true age impossible.

This was how Cloudhawk revealed himself to his hundreds of beleaguered followers. His eyes scanned the crowd until they alighted upon familiar figures: Gabriel, Barb, the old drunk. Dawn.

They, likewise, looked up and saw him. Disbelief was clear in their wide eyes.

A small, heartfelt smirk touched the ends of Cloudhawk’s lips. He called out to them with a smile. “I’ve returned.”

Those words were like the final drop that burst the dam, for tears began to stream down Dawn’s face. She had vowed to never shed another tear, but when she saw this man appear before them, she couldn’t hold back. She had a thousand things to say, a thousand ideas to share, but they all came together to one simple sentence.

“Welcome home.”

Yes. Welcome home. Home at last! Cloudhawk was elated to hear the words.

Barb was shaken from her surprise and nearly leaped in front of him. With eyes as wide as saucers, she looked him up and down. She even stretched out her hand to give him a tentative slap, just to make sure he was real. Satisfied it wasn’t some illusion, she sputtered, “Excellency Cloudhawk? Is it really you? You look so different!”

The old drunk was secretly just as stunned. A man of his caliber had keen senses, allowing him to feel the strength of those around him. His well-developed sixth sense told him Cloudhawk was more than just different. He was practically a new man. No – not a man. A monster. Every cell in his body operated like a nuclear reactor, constantly generating energy. The old drunk couldn’t understand how he’d changed so dramatically in only six months…

Cloudhawk had always been strong, but his greatest abilities had always been in mental power. Now, however, his physical capabilities were equal or better than the drunk’s. In the future, he seemed more than likely to meet or surpass Skye Polaris’s martial abilities. In the future, he would be like a human nuclear weapon.

What’s more, was Cloudhawk’s ascension merely physical? The old drunk didn’t think so!

It seemed obvious by the rain of meteors he’d summoned over the enemy troops. His mental abilities were far more powerful than they had been at Sanctuary. While its dramatic appearance was on a smaller scale, he was doing it without help from a focus or augmentation item.

Whatever happened to him after that battle, Cloudhawk’s mental powers now rivaled a Master Demon Hunter’s. In fact, he was probably more powerful mentally than the Crimson One had been. More than twice as strong as before his disappearance! Less than a year had passed, and he might as well be an entirely different person now. How was this possible? What incredible things happened to him?

But the wonders did not abate.

Abaddon and the Khan of Evernight made their way back to Cloudhawk with several prisoners in tow.

The Caliph of the Sands, whose ferocity and nightmarish power once thundered across the wastes, was dragging a scarred human in his wake. He delivered him respectfully to Cloudhawk and then addressed him as a superior. “My King, I’ve captured their military commander.”

Abaddon, Caliph of the Sands, called Cloudhawk his… King?

Cloudhawk wasn’t surprised by the moniker either. He cast a sideways glance at the man lying in the dirt. There was a cold flash in their depths. “Ah, an old acquaintance. I hope you’re well, Instructor Cutter.”

The Conclave’s commander of military forces was none other than Eckhard Cutter, one of a few instructors who trained Cloudhawk years ago in Hell’s Valley.

Eckhard didn’t seem to recognize the man before him. He was a capable fighter, but the sense he got from this man made his skin crawl. He felt like a rabbit under a lion’s paw.

“Shall I kill him?” Abaddon asked.

Cloudhawk responded with a shake of his head. “He can still be useful. Take him away.”

The others remained confused. Why was the demon treating him with such deference? Dawn felt it was strange that Cloudhawk and Abaddon suddenly had such a close relationship. After all, Abaddon murdered all of Cloudhawk’s old friends. Why was he tolerating the demon’s presence?

The battle was over. Cloudhawk and the forces of Greenland returned home. When Cloudhawk stepped back into his city, his still heart stirred. He had built this place, he and his friends. It’d been almost a year since he last saw it.

Though war raged outside for half a year, it didn’t appear to have affected Greenland directly. Its central God Tree still maintained the enchantments protecting the city so that it was the only refuge left in the south. The population had surged since Cloudhawk’s disappearance to twice what it was before.

There were now ten agricultural homesteads around the city. They produced enough food to sustain the population and then some. And that wasn’t all. The city itself had seen tremendous changes. Several railways now circled the city and snaked into its interior where trains continuously transported goods. They rattled through the city like veins pumping lifeblood through a body. Dozens of cable cars trundled by, and overhead, the sky was pocked with small ships. All in all, Greenland was a busy, lively hub of activity.

Neighborhoods and districts were arranged in neat plots, just as he left them. The residences he’d begun to erect were now all complete.

Greenland Institute wasn’t some makeshift camp anymore. After six months, it had become nearly its own city. Thousands of students studied and lived on campus. It was truly one of a kind throughout all the wastes.

The city itself had burgeoned to several times its original size. There were over a thousand researchers now, including well-trained Dark Atom scientists and Sandspire engineers. Furthermore, scientifically minded people displaced from elsewhere had also gathered in the city, among them some of the wastelands’ most renowned.

Manufacturing plants and other industries were also all over the city. The goods made on site were abundant and varied. There were plants that made weapons, food, even robotics. Interspersed were labs for biological experiments. Altogether, it amounted to a tidal wave of change in a short period of time.

Cloudhawk was back!

Cloudhawk was back!

The news spread like wildfire. The city was abuzz with excitement.

After what happened at Sanctuary, Cloudhawk and his exploits had become legend. He was a hero to everyone, especially Institute students. Much to everyone’s delight, the legend had survived and walked among them again.

“Teacher!”

Azura pushed her way through the crowds, threw herself into Cloudhawk’s arms, and cried. Her hot tears seeped into his armor.

Cloudhawk held her and felt the guilt well up inside of him. He told the girl he would teach her, but until now, he’d hardly taught her anything. Besides him, what more irresponsible instructor existed? He lifted her up with one arm, and together, under the adoring gaze of the city’s citizens, they walked into the central fortress.

This was a day that would be forever remembered in Greenland. Cries of celebration rang through the streets. On the roof of the fortress, above this festive atmosphere, two figures watched the revelry. One was a shabby-looking old man, and the other was clad from head to toe in dark armor.

The drunk uncorked a bottle of wine and offered it to his companion. “Drink?”

The Khan of Evernight responded in that flat, robotic tone. “I don’t drink.”

With a shrug, the drunk took a few swigs for himself while looking out over the crowd. He shook his head with a grim chuckle. “Fate really likes to screw with people.”

True. Here stood an erstwhile martial artist of unsurpassed skill. The other was a cherished Master Demon Hunter in bygone days.

Of course, that didn’t amount to anything. They both served a humble scavenger boy who had risen to become a king.

“Baldur, you really aren’t going to tell them?”

“Baldur Cloude is dead.” The Khan of Evernight’s digitized affect hummed a response. “It’s best for everyone.”

“What about Selene? You know that your choices have completely changed her life. Even today, she plots revenge for you. Are you really willing to stay silent and watch her change?”

The Khan of Evernight did not answer.

The drunk didn’t press him.

This pair of old friends simply stood in silence and watched the world pass by. In their hearts, each was struggling with something, for sometimes there was no right or wrong answer. Some things were impossible to explain. Only time would tell.


100 / Hidden Dangers


Greenland’s laboratories were filled with scientists. At this moment, they all looked like they’d seen a ghost.

This was because they had no way to understand what was standing before their eyes. Cloudhawk was lying on a diagnostic table, while Hellflower hovered around him with various contraptions. They were constantly giving out readings about Cloudhawk’s physical state.

“Your body doesn’t make any sense.” Hellflower adjusted her goggles. “In my recent research, however, I’ve discovered a very interesting phenomenon.”

Cloudhawk put on his clothes. “What’s that?”

She replied. “Divine and demonic genetic material are blank, for lack of a better phrase. In other words, they don’t have a means of reproduction – there is no genetic material to pass on. It is also likely the reason they live for so long since there is no genetic degradation. I still have no idea how they manage to maintain their species if they don’t reproduce. However, I have learned that from the moment they come into being, their body is almost like armor. And armor, of course, does not procreate.”

Cloudhawk was surprised to discover that Hellflower’s research had progressed so far.

“Gods and demons have incredibly durable bodies. More than bodies, they are rather like suits of armor these creatures are born into. Just like armor, there can be weaker suits and stronger ones. That’s how we encounter different orders among these extraplanar creatures. Because these characteristics are determined at birth, it is all but impossible for gods or demons to transcend their strata, regardless of potential and strength.”

“What does this have to do with me?” Cloudhawk asked.

“Your body has become much like theirs. Your cells are powerful energy reactors, and from what I can deduce, you aren’t nearly at your limit. Most significantly, you still have a human form. That is to say, genetics. You can pass on your genes and reproduce the same as anyone else. Your children would, of course, be practically superhuman.” Hellflower moved in closer to him. “In other words, you are the gateway to a new and improved human race.”

“We should produce offspring. For science, of course,” Hellflower teased. “I couldn’t turn down being part of such an important contribution to our species.”

Cloudhawk didn’t even dignify her offer with a response. He hardly had time enough for himself, much less children.

“So you’re saying there’s nothing wrong with my body anymore?”

This man had really had no interest in the spice of life! Hellflower couldn’t pretend she wasn’t disappointed. There had to be some way to beguile him… Not that she cared about him specifically, but his genetic material was an absolute treasure. She offered herself not for personal benefit but for the whole of humanity!

“You’re as strong as a sand wyrm. If I had to guess, you’ll be kicking around three or four times longer than any of us. Do you remember how strong Skye Polaris was even at eighty? The same will be true for you.” Hellflower led Cloudhawk into another lab. “Come, let me show you something new I’ve been working on!”

Inside were at least a hundred soldiers undergoing tests. They were the perennial focus of Hellflower’s research, genetically modified troops. However, this batch was completely different from what Cloudhawk remembered. He felt the unique auras from them immediately. Unless he was mistaken, they felt like demon hunters.

“You remember the arm we took from the other world? With that godly limb and the appropriate materials, I was able to isolate something we could use to improve our soldiers. It works something like seraphs or fiends. I processed the material I gathered and implanted it into the DNA of our soldiers. They can now run faster, jump higher, and are much improved in all other ways.”

Hellflower hadn’t changed in the least. The only thing on her mind was research and the pursuit of knowledge. Cloudhawk’s first thought was how much had to be sacrificed for this research.

“My new generation of soldiers are physically quite stable.” Her excitement was evident. “They will become the bedrock of your power and will be integral in your attempts to conquer Skycloud.”

“I never said anything about conquering Skycloud.”

“Hmph, you never had to. If that is not your intention, then why align yourself with Abaddon and the Khan of Evernight? With the power they offer, you have an army that can threaten Skycloud. I refuse to believe you haven’t entertained the thought.”

She was right. Cloudhawk was holding a number of powerful cards. Abaddon, the Khan of Evernight, the Shepherd God, the old drunk, and Wolfblade… There were more as well: the Wendigo King and his race, the Polaris family, Gabriel, Coal, the Black Knights, Imperia’s Chosen, the Dark Atom’s genetically modified soldiers. Beyond that, he now commanded a total of over eight million people with science, equipment, and supplies in spades to back them up.

The existence of the Crimson One and Judas was not all bad. While both the Conclave of Judgment and Nox failed to defeat Skycloud, they did manage to weaken it. They laid the foundation for the real battle to follow.

If Cloudhawk wanted to really rise, Skycloud was a mountain he could not go around. Arcturus Cloude was the peak he had to surmount. If he couldn’t take control of the world of man, then how was he supposed to threaten the heavens?

It had never been Cloudhawk’s intention to start a major war, but once some wheels started rolling, there was no stopping them.

Cloudhawk’s next stop was the dungeons where several people were interrogating Eckhard Cutter. The one leading the questioning was Eckhard’s former student, Gabriel – or rather, more specifically, Naberius. The pieces of carefully peeled skin laid out on the table told Cloudhawk they’d been at it for a little while already.

Naberius was an expert at causing suffering, but Eckhard was a hard man, and so far, the cruel torture hardly caused him to sweat. A cold sneer was plastered on his bloody face. “You used to be my student, and this was the best you learned from Hell’s Valley? Go on. Hurt me if you think you can!”

A chilling laugh from Naberius was the answer. “I have many methods. We have time. No need to rush.”

Barb was not pleased with where this was headed. “Tell us what you know. You have a relationship with Excellency Cloudhawk. If you’re forthcoming, I’m sure he’ll be fair. He’ll at least spare your life.”

“If I were some coward who was afraid of death, I wouldn’t be here today.” Eckhard chortled scornfully at their attempts to break him. “I should have carved you lot to pieces back in Hell’s Valley instead of letting you sorry sacks of shit live to today.”

Barb was getting irritated. “You think we don’t have ways to pry open your mouth? Keep talking and I will try my hand. You’ll be begging for Naberius!”

Cloudhawk chose this moment to interrupt. “That’s enough.”

Naberius scowled, upset to have his work interrupted. Another project left half-finished. But under Cloudhawk’s withering gaze, he dared not disobey.

“Instructor Cutter, I am only interested in the Conclave’s military capabilities. If you won’t give the information willingly, we’ll have to resort to other methods. If we have even the slightest mutual respect left, please don’t waste your time or energy fighting.” Cloudhawk was earnest in his pleas. “It’s best for everyone.”

Was this really one of his former students? Eckhard glared at Cloudhawk in disappointment. “What are you even doing?”

Cloudhawk’s face remained calm. “Only what I need to do.”

The instructor struggled against his bindings. “Don’t think I don’t know. You want to get rid of Arcturus Cloude. But you don’t realize how dangerous what you’re doing is. What he guards is far more than you can handle. To kill Arcturus is to open up the floodgates, and you all will pay for it!”

Arcturus was always a mystery. There was far more to him than any one person knew. He did not necessarily desire power, wealth, or influence. A lot of what he did seemed inexplicable and contradictory. On the one hand, he struggled to crush the wastelands, and on the other, he supported a powerful wastelander organization. He praised the gods through one side of his mouth and gave blasphemous orders through the other. It had to be clear to Arcturus that Cloudhawk would be a great threat, yet more than once, the governor had spared his life.

Be that as it may, it wasn’t what was important. Cloudhawk and Arcturus were like ice and charcoal – they were never going to mix.

Cloudhawk’s gaze was fixed on the bloody commander. “Why are you protecting him?”

Eckhard growled his answer. “The first day you entered the Valley, I told you that some evils were necessary in this world. Arcturus does some things people don’t get, but if he didn’t hold things together, then the world would be in flames.”

Cloudhawk pressed him harder. “Why is Arcturus trying to unify the wastelands?”

“So he can save it!” That familiar, derogatory grin split his ugly face, like that of a trapped beast that saw its freedom. “Alright, don’t waste your time. You aren’t getting anything else outta me.”

The sound of chains breaking was followed an instant later by Eckhard slamming his own fist into his skull.

Cloudhawk was quick to stop him, but he was not quick enough. Eckhard struck himself hard enough to cause his skull to cave in. His brain tissue was destroyed. They hadn’t been prepared for the Hell’s Valley instructor to take his own life.

They should have. Soldiers of Hell’s Army were not afraid of death. The Three Giants in particular had an iron sense of duty. Freedom wasn’t what drove them. They upheld a higher ideal.

Cloudhawk looked towards Barb. “Try to read his memories immediately. Get as much information as possible.”

The wastelands could not be allowed to fall into another’s hands. If it did, hidden dangers would spread all through it. To take it back, they had to wrench it from the grip of the Conclave, an organization led from the shadows by Arcturus Cloude. Fighting them was an indirect challenge to the governor himself. It was time to throw down the gauntlet.


101 / All-Out War


Dawn.

The sun had just peeked over the horizon. Cloudhawk and Dawn were in the mess hall, having breakfast.

She kept watching him with conflicted eyes as he ate. In life, she’d learned that the worst pain and the deepest hopelessness came from separation. First, her grandfather, then her family, her honor, and finally… Cloudhawk. Dawn had learned that storms could emerge at any point, even when life seemed peaceful. Man’s fate was as uncertain as the weather. So long as one was with the people one cared about, each second was a blessing. One had to fight to make these seconds last.

Besides that, there was nothing else Dawn cared for. The world was too complicated, so she would keep her life simple.

“You’ve changed a lot,” she said to him.

He quipped back, “More heroic, right?”

She wasn’t amused. Anxiety painted her face. He’d grown so much in such a short time, and now there were these dark and powerful allies at his side. He reappeared at the helm of Nox and Meadow. Could he really keep that all under control?

The bigger the bowl, the bigger one’s appetite had to be. These outsiders might well be loyal to Cloudhawk now, but they were after something. People were always after something. What road would they choose in the end, when it mattered?

“I’m just not resisting fate anymore. It makes no sense to fight my identity as the Demon King’s successor.” Cloudhawk looked out the nearby window. Under the rising sun, Greenland was beginning to stir. “But I am a human at heart. If I have to do something big like bring the demons back to glory, then I will also use that power for the benefit of the wastelands. I crawled out of these ruins. Maybe it’s time to finally step up and really make a difference.”

Dawn looked at him with eyes as soft as water. Cloudhawk was and had always been a lonely wastelands wanderer. Peace and safety were foreign to him. That’s why he was always searching. Sometimes, that meant turning against old allies, for he never held fast to one course of action or creed.

Now, after everything he’d experienced, Cloudhawk had begun to discover himself. He had to restore order! Restore the wastelands! After all, it was the wastes that were the source of so much turmoil. Maybe it was time someone finally did something about it.

Cloudhawk was so much stronger now, but that didn’t mean the obstacles he faced were any less daunting. He had no strategy for taking on Arcturus, much less the whole of Skycloud. Only so long as the two men existed, there would be conflict. Like fire and water, light and darkness, they were fated to try and destroy one another. Rather than stand by and wait for Arcturus’s machinations to bear fruit, it was better to take action.

Greenland wasn’t the Dark Atom. They didn’t concern themselves with paltry acts of terrorism. Nor was it the Conclave, forging ahead even in the face of unquestionable failure.

Greenland wasn’t Nox, once led by a demon. Cloudhawk was stronger than Judas and the Crimson One had been. Like the Crimson One said, he was but a forebear who sacrificed himself to open the road ahead. Though he could do nothing to shake Skycloud’s foundations, in founding the Conclave of Judgment, he ensured war would come to determine the wastelands’ future.

Now, a more perfect leader had arisen to take up the torch.

Maybe it was just like Adder said before he died. Cloudhawk’s personality, talent, and disposition were products of the times. He was born for this period in history – a mighty bird that was destined to take to the clouds. It was never his lot in life to wander from one patch of dirt to another.

So accurate, the predictions of father and son.

Then there was Judas, who waited for hundreds of years for an opportunity. That opportunity manifested when the Cloud God was forced into slumber. Judas then planned his attack but failed when he underestimated Skycloud’s might. Despite amassing an army and dropping a mountain, the wastelanders couldn’t even overcome a single fortress.

They’d lost. Many died. From the remains of the Conclave of Judgment and Judas’s forces, new wastelander powers had emerged. Greenland represented the south, while the Conclave had taken control of the north.

Cloudhawk looked over a report of the information Barb had managed to glean from Eckhard. “We extracted some partial memories from their commander. According to this, after the Crimson One’s death, a Trial Council was formed to lead the Conclave. It’s been a year since this shakeup, and the Conclave has ballooned to incredible proportions.”

The Conclave had expanded tremendously ever since its inception. More recently, dozens of groups had been sent out into the furthest reaches of the north to incorporate these groups into the Conclave. Six months ago, those sorties turned their sights south.

Natessa’s men moved with incredible speed. Where did all their resources come from? Wastelander armies were little more than barely organized rabble most of the time. How did this Conclave become so effective and efficient?

“Besides Greenland and Sandspire, everything else in the south is now controlled by the Conclave.” Cloudhawk looked back towards Dawn with a grave expression. “In other words, the Conclave of Judgment has all but conquered the wastelands in six months. Between the north and south, they control millions upon millions of lives. Their army trains and forms quickly. One hundred and fifty to two hundred thousand conventional soldiers, more than six thousand warships...”

There were five tiers of aerial vehicles in service to the Conclave: spy ships, expedition ships, battleships, carriers, and destroyers. They were given designations based on their function. Spy ships, small and easily concealed, were manned by one or a handful of people. They had little to no direct combat benefit and were solely used for reconnaissance. Expedition ships were slightly improved scout ships with some combat capabilities. Battleships were standard combat warships and comprised much of the enemy’s armada.

Carrier classes were rarer. Most were enormous, ancient ships that had been restored to working order. They were often outfitted with incredibly powerful weapons and shields and were capable of housing a huge number of smaller vehicles and units. One alone could probably dominate most battles.

As for destroyers, those were largely theoretical. Cloudhawk had never seen one. Word was that destroyer ships could obliterate whole cities solo and were even able to escape the planet’s atmosphere to attack from space. No one could be certain if such terrible weapons of war still existed, and if they did, their restoration would be extremely difficult.

“The Conclave has grown too strong, too fast!” Dawn was convinced. “Without Arcturus’s support, this would be impossible.”

She was right. If this trend continued, they would sweep across the wastelands in no time, crushing everything in its way.

The more they conquered, the more wastelanders they could draw from for their armies and reserves. Millions were under the Conclave’s command now, giving them a near limitless supply of bodies to swell their forces. A million soldiers was not out of the question. If they were allowed to continue this unmitigated expansion, it would mean outright destruction for anyone who opposed them.

Amazing and frightening. The wastelands and Skycloud were in an unprecedented state of unity. Only, no one knew what Arcturus aimed to do with all this power.

“The Conclave is strong, but we are not to be overlooked.” Cloudhawk looked over the data. “With Greenland at the helm, your Southern Confederation has around ten thousand troops. That includes the Talons and the Goshawks. With the Dark Atom now in tow, add twenty thousand more to that in addition to their genetically modified soldiers and advanced weaponry. Then, we come to Nox, about forty thousand strong. That includes the wargs and their king, as well as the Khan’s Black Knights.”

The report didn’t mention Imperia and its Chosen. Meadow’s population totaled over three million – more than the Dark Atom, Nox, and Greenland combined. A bigger population meant more resources and more soldiers. Those soldiers, in turn, could be trained to become real warriors.

“We may be in the Conclave’s shadow and don’t have their numbers or unity, but what we do have is of excellent quality. We’ve got many of the most capable fighters the wastelands can provide and an army of researchers and engineers constantly at work.” Dawn slammed the table with her fist. “What do we have to be afraid of?! I am confident I can take the southern wilds myself!”

Cloudhawk was surprised by her confidence. He was more surprised at her zeal. He gave her a careful look. “You want to lead the armies yourself?”

Her nod was quick and resolute. “Your goals are my goals. Your cause is my cause. Abaddon, the Khan, Wolfblade – they can’t be trusted. I may not be as strong as they are, but I was born to a military family. I may not have spent a lot of time learning strategy, but Polaris blood pumps in my veins. I am surrounded by ten capable Polaris tacticians and officers with decades of collective experience. I am your best choice.”

Dawn was filled with fighting spirit even though this was a bigger responsibility than she’d ever carried before. The Dawn from years ago, traipsing about Skycloud, would never have said these words.

Cloudhawk fixed this beautiful, maturing woman with an unwavering gaze. “I trust you.”

She made good points. The others couldn’t be trusted. Hers were the only hands he could rely on to guide their forces.

Of all the forces now under his command, the one best suited for a leadership role was the Polaris family. Dawn was their representative. Therefore, Cloudhawk wasted no time appointing her as Commander-General. She would continue to do what she started with the Southern Confederation.

But he also considered Dawn’s personal safety. To that end, he assigned the old drunk as her bodyguard. He used to be a man of great honor and still wielded considerable strength.

Dawn took their soldiers and set off to stand against the Conclave. Once again, the hearts and souls of Greenland’s people were afire. They had suffered under the threat of destruction from the Conclave for so long. It was now time to make them pay for it!


102 / The Essence of Relics


Greenland Institute, Demon Hunter Training classroom.

The training program had grown to include over two hundred students. They were engrossed in meditation training for the moment, training their minds to make their psychic abilities more capable.

It had been almost a year and a half since Claudia took her post as headmistress of the Institute. She had been here since the school’s inception, watching it grow and develop. Several major events had rocked the wastelands in recent times, but whether it was the terror and excitement of the battle for Sanctuary or this Polar War, she never left her station.

She had decided to set aside the honorable mantle of demon hunter. Claudia was a teacher now, and she preferred it that way. That meant her responsibility was to the students and the fighting could be left to the soldiers.

Claudia was happy with the calm and peaceful life. Greenland had advanced to where it was not in danger of being destroyed in a day. Everything wouldn’t suddenly stop. When one found one’s place, there was a sense of contentment and belonging. Doing otherwise brought pain and confusion.

Claudia had found her place. And Cloudhawk? Now that he was one of the most powerful leaders of the wastelands, had he found his place?

She had conflicting feelings towards her governor. It would be hard to claim that Claudia had entirely put their contentious past behind them, but as he continued to grow stronger, she saw him as someone else. They weren’t even part of the same world. Anything that couldn’t catch up was left behind.

Meditation class drew to a close. Her two hundred students slowly opened their eyes. Each one of her charges felt mental energy pulsing inside them, to varying degrees.

When the children turned their eyes to Claudia, they looked at her with admiration and respect. Greenland was now a hub for legendary figures, but those men and women were beyond the grasp of these kids. Practically speaking, Headmistress Claudia was the peak of what they could accomplish. She was their wise and capable guide.

She spoke to the stirring group. “There are those of you who have been training here for a year. Some, only a few months. All of you have grasped the basics of mental energy, meaning it is time for you to learn more mysterious knowledge and tactics.”

Everyone held their breaths. Their eyes sparkled with anticipation. The dream of many of these young apprentices was to join the Goshawks, for they were the defenders of Greenland. They were the pride of the southern wastes.

But every member of the Goshawks was a strong and capable warrior. If they wanted to join the ranks of these elite men and women, they would have to train hard. Their hearts were filled with determination, their bodies ready. Wastelanders were not afraid of struggle.

Claudia went on. “Today, we have a guest lecturer joining us. From time to time, he will be giving you all special instruction. Please give him a respectful welcome.”

The students sat cross-legged in the training room, looking around for this new professor but finding no one. They muttered to one another in confusion. That confusion turned to shock a moment later when the air shimmered over the mat at Claudia’s side. A figure emerged from nothing, seated upon the mat as though he’d always been there.

“Governor Cloudhawk!”

“It’s the governor!”

Azura, Ironspike, and the others were thrilled to see who it was. Cloudhawk was practically a god to these children.

Perhaps it was for good reason. It was Cloudhawk who almost single-handedly founded this city. He initiated the creation of the Institute, among many other remarkable contributions to the wastelands. His name would forever ring throughout the history of this land. No one had guessed this legendary figure would be the one to appear before them. Was he to be their new instructor?

The Cloudhawk of today could not be compared to the Cloudhawk of old. He sat straight-backed, radiating elegance, with black hair hanging to his shoulders. Although he wore nothing of note, the sense of those who looked on him was like gazing upon an immortal come to earth.

Fervent excitement burned in the eyes of these pupils. Every one of them hoped to one day fight side-by-side with this incredible man.

“I am very happy to sit here with you all, and it is my great pleasure to help guide your learning. In your eyes, I see curiosity and a thirst for knowledge. I see myself in those eyes. You are all lucky, for countless elders used their bodies to keep you safe from the fires of war. Even today, their blood is spilled to give you the opportunity to sit here and learn. They fight to bring order back to a world twisted by chaos, all so that you could be safe, so that you can grow and become better than they ever could.”

Yes! Every citizen of Greenland was grateful for these sacrifices and opportunities. Without this city and its defenders, where would they be?

“Of course, peace remains a distant goal. One day, we will turn in our swords for plows and bring civilization to all corners of the wastes. But it will exact a cost. A cost in blood, sacrifice. Giving up one’s self for this purpose will be inevitable for some. So it seems that is the fate of my generation. Among us will emerge mighty heroes, and some of their deeds will become legends.”

“Don’t be jealous of them. Those times which see heroes rise are the darkest times. It is my hope that my generation can grope through the darkness and bring the disorder to an end so that you and your children can flourish in the light. Do not strive to be like us. Hope instead to see a land of peace and prosperity.”

“Unfortunately, even I can't be sure that we will defeat our enemies. I can’t know if by the end of my time, these goals will be reached. When I established this Institute, my greatest aim was to pass on the will and faith that we all will need to continue striving for that dream.”

“Some will die. Their lives will end, but never their will. That strength of spirit is eternal. The world is a dark and unforgiving place, but in our hearts lives a utopia we can build together. It is my deepest hope that you all carry that faith – the faith of Greenland and its purpose – with you always.”

Claudia sat by his side, listening quietly. His words made it clear that he had indeed found his place.

However, the road he’d chosen was a difficult one. His life would be spent forging inroads through the darkness. Who knew what monsters waited for him in that mist? But perhaps, like he said, if will and faith persisted, one day, the spark he bore would take. From that light, a new world would be born.

“Today, I am going to be talking to you about the essence of relics.”

He wasted no further time, revealing to the class a rather unremarkable short sword. A ghastly green fire swarmed around it, causing it to erode. Cracks appeared, and it continued to melt until it was a formless, unknown substance. This strange material writhed around Cloudhawk’s fingers and twinkled like starlight. It was incredible to behold.

“What are relics?”

Cloudhawk raised his left hand. He revealed smooth skin, uncovered, yet with a thought, a pale golden arm guard appeared as though it were part of him. It radiated a gentle white light, a nimbus of protective power. It condensed into a spherical vacuum as everything around and inside it was repelled.

Even Claudia was stunned by the display. She recognized Cloudhawk’s gauntlet of turning. It was one of his most powerful relics, which now had been absorbed into his body like the Silver Serpents before.

“Relics are energy processors or templates that function to focus and release specific types of power. Each one functions, in a sense, like a gun. A gun without bullets is no danger, just as a demon hunter without mental energy is just a man. But by focusing our minds on a relic, our psychic energies become like gunpowder and awaken the power within these tools.”

“In theory, then, if one can understand the nature of these powers, they can transcend the constraints of a relic. If we could do that, we could employ any power, launch any number and style of attacks.”

Cloudhawk had joined entirely with the power granted by the Demon King’s legacy. In addition, he could access more of the former King’s memories. Power and knowledge were both important aspects of the inheritance, for the knowledge was entirely new to mankind. Through it, Cloudhawk was able to grasp a deeper understanding of the universe.

“Look closely.”

Cloudhawk extended a finger. The air shimmered in response, and an instant later, water vapor began to rise from nothing. Then, the vapor coalesced into an orb of water, only to solidify to ice. Under the watchful gaze of the students, a flame was born in the center of the sphere and quickly spread. In the space of a breath, the orb became a roiling ball of fire that flooded the classroom with heat.

The fireball’s glow faded to reveal a core of molten rock. It cooled until it was merely stone, but only for ten seconds before exploding. The orb was now composed of dust and air. Finally, just as it emerged from nothingness, the power dissolved until it was no more.

Cloudhawk’s display had lasted less than a minute.

With a smile on his face, he addressed the shocked onlookers. “Through all of that, I didn’t use one relic.”

The apprentices all watched in absolute reverence. He could produce power without a relic? How was that different from pure magic?! No human could do what he’d just done!

Claudia, as well, was struck with deep amazement. Everything she knew about relics and mental power had been turned upside down. Was Cloudhawk strong enough now that he didn’t need relics anymore?

“Matter is essentially energy. And energy composes all matter. Because it all comes from the same source, energy can be transformed into whatever we like, and those things likewise can be transformed by manipulating the energy that creates them. In reality, the only thing stopping lead from becoming gold is how the energy chooses to manifest itself.” Cloudhawk was dismantling their world view in short, concise sentences. “Everything in this world – from air to the sea, from dirt to forests, in fact even you and I – in the end, we’re all composed of one universal thing.”

This was the string theory Cloudhawk had come to understand. Atoms, molecules... none of those were any different. At the very basic levels of every single thing was a vibrating string. The strings themselves were no different from one clump of matter to the next. The only thing that varied was how they vibrated. How they appeared to the world at large was merely an expression of their resonance. Resonance created molecules, which created structures, which gathered into matter.

When it came down to it, to the very root of all existence, everything was the same. And the human mind was capable of tapping into that resonance. That was what gave demon hunters their power. By adjusting the frequencies of these strings, they were able to manipulate energy.

Cloudhawk had grown to the point where he no longer needed a relic to help him focus on this truth. He was able to reach out with his mind to the threads that existed all around and call on them to sing. While it was only a small manifestation at present, Cloudhawk had still gone far beyond what any other demon hunter had ever achieved. He was the first person in all of history who was able to forsake relics and mold energy with nothing but his own mind.

This was the stuff of magic!

“If you can reach this step, then you can truly explore the essence of the world around you.” Here, Cloudhawk paused for a moment. “However, not everyone has the gift that allows them to hear these strings. Still, you need only remember one thing: Relics aren’t the mysterious, god-given blessings we were told they were. They are nothing more than complicated weapons, and any weapon can be built.”

As he spoke, Cloudhawk waved a hand. Four hundred items blinked into existence out of nowhere. These ring-shaped objects floated throughout the classroom.

“Skycloud has relics they consider standard use. Greenland will have our own.” Cloudhawk drew his eyes across the group. “These are two types of relics I have made myself. I have given them the names ‘Mornarrows’ and ‘Mornshields.’ Today, I give them to you.”

Yes, Cloudhawk had succeeded! He’d achieved a great breakthrough in casting his own relics! He was no longer limited to creating copies of exorcist rods and could now research and create new ones.

Mornarrows were inspired by Skycloud’s exorcist bows. However, users didn’t need to pull back on a string and fire. Focusing on this relic, users could fire a bolt of energy anywhere they pleased. As rings, they were far more convenient than having to carry around a full bow. Cloudhawk wasn’t interested in the flashy and luxuriant style common in Skycloud. He was a wastelander, and wastelanders concerned themselves only with what was practical.

Mornshields were also rings, only instead of firing energy arrows, they summoned protective shields. With them, bearers could ward off different sorts of threats. Hey were altogether a very fine addition to any arsenal.

The functions of these two relics were very simple, but they held stupendous meaning for Greenland. They had great significance for Cloudhawk as well!


103 / Eboncrys Weapons


The relics Cloudhawk had made were simple but easily mass-produced. It certainly gave wastelander demon hunters a significant advantage. The population Cloudhawk ruled over was expanding. He had the Goshawks, Black Knights, and Chosen to equip in a land where relics were few and far between. But with the emergence of a basic, easily reproduced set of relics, he could equip all of his people with at least the basics.

The mornshield and mornarrow rings were fairly strong as well! Cloudhawk’s warriors could now attack at range and had reasonable defenses.

These items were complemented by the spirit beads so that they could be used by the Goshawks. A whole contingent of these soldiers racing through a battlefield, firing bolts of energy as powerful as rockets, would be a sight to behold.

Several hundred men like that and even a Master Demon Hunter would think twice. A thousand and Arcturus Cloude himself would have to flee.

The shield rings protected its bearers from physical and energy attacks. With them, Cloudhawk’s men could guard against technological weapons from the wastes as well as demon hunter relics. When a hundred of these rings were engaged at once, they could produce a shield that would deflect almost anything.

Cloudhawk’s plan was to enlist talented people from Nox, Greenland, and Imperia to create an army of powerful Ex-terra soldiers to travel to other worlds. Their aim would be to recover more resources from these strange places for use back in Greenland. With more spirit beads, they could expand the Goshawks to two, even three thousand strong in short order.

Sooner or later, war would break out between the wastelands and Skycloud. The result would determine the future of their world. If the wastes lost, its people would be erased and forgotten. If they won and overcame Skycloud’s tyranny, there would no longer be any borders between the wastes and the Elysian lands. That would be the beginning of a new journey.

The outbreak of hostilities was inevitable. It always had been. Skycloud and the wastelands were too different.

While it was true that Skycloud had suffered serious setbacks in recent years, none of those losses had injured it too severely. Most of its military force remained intact, most notably its historic Demon Hunter Corps. As a cornerstone of Skycloud might, it boasted thousands, maybe even tens of thousands of mighty demon hunter soldiers.

That was the sort of power Skycloud wielded. If they chose to dispatch all of them at once, the terror of it would blot out the sky. The end result would be catastrophic. Cloudhawk was starved for a force that could compete with the Corps sometime in the future, and he didn’t have nearly enough time to build one.

An hour after he finished teaching, Cloudhawk sought out the Khan of Evernight and provided him with relic rings as well. They were simple and easily produced, like exorcist equipment. Once the methods were wholly mastered, they could be produced en masse.

Nox and Imperia were close to the ancient Great War battlefield. After a thousand years of development, they had a lot of materials and resources at their disposal. Imperia in particular had an advantage on that front. Because the Silverwing Emperor could make and repair relics, he’d had his subjects gather materials for centuries. Though the quality of those items wasn’t very good, they were enough to equip most of his populace. Now, all the vast stores of materials he’d gathered were Cloudhawk’s to use as he saw fit.

While Cloudhawk busied himself with the mysteries of relic production, news came out of Hellflower’s laboratories.

She and her team had successfully tested a new class of weapon. Having reached this point, it was accepted that they would soon see use on the battlefield. To hear them speak of it, these weapons would also have quite an impact. This made Cloudhawk excited, so he went to the labs himself to learn more.

Out in the ruins surrounding Greenland, several hundred people were gathered.

Cloudhawk looked them over. In addition to several soldiers and elite guards there to protect them, half of this group were scientists. Most of those were white-haired elders who obviously had considerable experience. They were all here to see Hellflower’s new high-powered weapons on display.

It looked like an enormous cannon.

Its exterior was the same as any other cannon from ancient times, but their construction was very different. For one thing, these weapons were not built to fire ordinary ammunition. Instead, they were conductors that fired beams of highly condensed and agitated energy from a number of sources. Though it looked almost simplistic in design at a cursory glance, upon closer inspection, it was really quite elegant.

Cloudhawk wasn’t very knowledgeable about science, but he could tell fairly easily that this weapon was designed to use eboncrys. Hellflower had made guns that used eboncrys before. This cannon was just an upgraded version of that concept. After two years of research, a working prototype had been created.

“It looks awfully heavy,” Cloudhawk noted.

“You shouldn’t be so skeptical!” Hellflower was filled with pride in her work. “This represents a milestone in our work with eboncrys. An important accomplishment that we put a lot of heart into. It may look simple, but I can say with confidence that this weapon is as destructive as ancient particle weapons, if not more so. If we installed these strategically around the city, I am sure the Conclave of Judgment couldn’t even draw close to the city without being decimated.”

Cloudhawk was less convinced. “That strong?”

The corners of her mouth ticked upward. “Facts will prove what words cannot. No point in wasting any more breath. Time for you to see for yourself! Now don’t blink!”

She commanded the crowd of scientists with authority. It would be foolish to discount her because of her young age, for Hellflower was a scientist of unparalleled talent in all manner of subjects. Her magnificent ability to absorb information made her an honest-to-god savant. She was the soul of her research team, and Cloudhawk’s rudimentary home growing into the powerhouse it was today was in large part thanks to her.

The army of scientists got the weapon ready. After making sure the calculations were accurate, they pointed it towards a small mountain in the distance.

“Fire!”

Hellflower waved her arm. A deafening roar followed. It sounded like a thousand terrible beasts all crying out at once.

Cloudhawk watched as a shot materialized from nothing. Onlookers saw it eject from the cannon as a solid white beam that streaked dozens of kilometers into the distance. It struck near the top of the mountain and sheared it clean off. The gash left behind belched smoke into the air.

That was one hell of a display! Cloudhawk took the weapon a lot more seriously now. He’d never seen an energy weapon like this take out a target from so far away.

In the ancient society before the destruction of the world, interest in energy weapons was at its peak. However, pure energy weapons are unstable, especially when used in the atmosphere. Laser guns, for instance, lost much of their efficacy after traveling only a few short meters. When the enemy was at a distance, nothing beat traditional ammunition.

But if Hellflower’s eboncrys cannon could blow off the top of a mountain so far away, it meant she solved that problem. The world of today was enveloped in extreme radiation and other interference. This made long-distance communication very difficult and guided weapons all but impossible. The range of her new cannon was more than enough to dominate modern battlefields.

It had taken two scientists to prime and discharge the cannon. The energy fuel it used was spent, and when the material was removed, it looked as plain as dirt.

The energy chamber housed the material the cannon used to fire. It only shot one blast at a time before needing to be reloaded. It was tedious and troublesome and affected the cannon’s efficacy in a fight. Future designs might add more energy chambers so that it could fire more often before needing to be reloaded. That would make them more useful in combat.

Cloudhawk didn’t know the principles behind it, but he could tell the eboncrys cannon filtered the energy through a series of tubes and coils. The end result was a beam of energy that drained all the energy stores in an instant. Something this powerful fixed on the deck of a warship had a good chance of blasting Elysian vessels from the sky in one blow.

After all, this was a weapon that transcended what modern science was capable of! It was no less terrible than the weapons of ancient times.

Cloudhawk had considerably more satisfaction in his tone now. “If we could build a lot of these, no walls could keep us out. Set them up around our city and we would be in a very defensible position.”

War between Skycloud and Greenland was inevitable, but weapons like these gave Cloudhawk confidence.

“It’s one hell of a gun, though. I imagine they’re difficult to make.”

“That’s right. The workings of the cannon are very complicated. This one prototype is the result of a full year of research, the result of consistent hard work and lucky breakthroughs. Now that we know the process, though, it would take another month or two to build another.”

Two months? That was too slow! The wastelands were already on the brink of war.

If Cloudhawk were to wait until his armies were fully equipped with these weapons, he would be waiting a long time. He didn’t have the patience for that. “Right now, we have several million citizens. We’ve got plenty of materials and production capacity. It seems to me that if we created plants specifically for making these cannons, we could get it done faster.”

Hellflower nodded. “This is precisely something I wanted to talk to you about. An eboncrys factory would be a significant improvement. They could focus on manufacturing eboncrys guns, rifles, cannons, and bombs. These devices will revolutionize war, so setting up the infrastructure to mass-produce them should be a priority.”

The next question was where? Cloudhawk ruled over several places directly and indirectly, and each had its strengths. Greenland, for instance, had a remarkably united populace that worked well towards the city’s goals. Nox was a city where science flourished. Imperia was flush with resources. Even the Blisterpeaks and Sandspire were options. Any one of them could be the site of this new industry.

“What about Woodland Vale?” Cloudhawk posed the question to Hellflower. “The eboncrys you all need are grown there, and getting the materials locally makes things a lot easier. The Vale’s powerful enchantments will protect you while they’re being made.”

However, Hellflower shook her head. “That won’t do. Woodland Vale isn’t safe.”

That was an assertion that came out of nowhere, as far as Cloudhawk was aware. Besides Imperia, what other place had protective enchantments as strong as Woodland Vale’s? If that place wasn’t safe, where else could they build their new weapons?

“An eboncrys factory would be a huge investment. With where we stand now, building a second would be too much to ask. Considering how important these weapons will be to us, relying just on the Vale’s protections isn’t enough. I do not believe in the Vale’s ability to withstand a full-on assault from Skycloud or worse, the gods that ally with it.”

This made things difficult for Cloudhawk. If not the Vale, then where? Was there anywhere else that could satisfy the conditions they needed?

Hellflower watched Cloudhawk with her cunning eyes, dancing around her suggestion. “I know some places that may be suitable. Places where even if all the gods and demons came out in force, they would never pose the slightest threat. Placing our factory there would be convenient and completely safe.”


104 / Multilayer Dimensions


Cloudhawk led Hellflower to the God Tree where the Shepherd God’s altar had been erected. The altar’s main purpose was to augment mental power, but it could also sustain dimensional rifts. Autumn’s altar was what allowed groups from Greenland to travel to other worlds and bring back resources. Because Cloudhawk had been gone for so long, the rift from before had collapsed.

Hellflower’s proposed location for their plant was not anywhere in Greenland, Woodland Vale, Imperia, or anywhere else on the planet. It would be exactly where no one else could get to – the space between spaces that only Cloudhawk could access! Hellflower, with her close relationship to Wolfblade, knew all about Cloudhawk and his gifts. She also knew that war between him and Skycloud was just a matter of time.

But Skycloud wasn’t Cloudhawk’s ultimate aim.

On the contrary, Skycloud was the beginning of a long, bloody journey of conquest. If one day, Cloudhawk succeeded in taking Skycloud, he would then turn to other Elysian lands. And all that was just the surface. Sumeru was the final prize.

Once Cloudhawk’s strength and presence were exposed, the gods would not sit idly by. They would dispatch champions to try and stop him.

A war of this magnitude went beyond the understanding of mere humans. The Great War of a thousand years ago would be repeated, and who knew what would remain in the aftermath? Places like Woodland Vale and Imperia were strong, but were they strong enough? With this in mind, it was only prudent to move some bases, factories, and even people away from danger.

On one hand, the best idea was to exploit his dimensional power to ensure safety. On the other, if the worse were to occur, humanity might be able to survive extinction by hiding on some other plane.

Cloudhawk felt Hellflower made a very good argument. He had the power to make this a reality, so why not? The places he’d traveled to had their own ancient civilizations and resources to support them. If they could employ these treasures, their forces would not only grow stronger but also expand exponentially.

Hellflower turned to him. “From what I hear, you’re at least ten times stronger than when you left. Your old injuries have all been healed. If that’s true, I don’t imagine it would be difficult for you to open several portals. I am very anxious to see the result for myself.”

Without a word, Cloudhawk stepped up onto the altar. He summoned his dimensional powers and the air around him began to warp right away. As the energies condensed, a large portal came into being before him.

Hellflower was already impressed. Although Cloudhawk could open portals before, the previous ones were only large enough for a couple of people to pass through at a time. This one was large enough to allow a large amount of materials and energy to pass through. It was exactly what they needed to develop their spatial expansion!

Peering into the gate, one could only see a vast, pitch-black expanse. From time to time and with close inspection, one would see floating slabs of rock the size of continents appear. It was the first layer of space Cloudhawk had been able to visit reliably and was where he stored much of his things. It was a mystery what happened to this world, but the results were obvious in its shattered appearance.

It was not suitable for their purposes. Cloudhawk summoned more of his power. The portal’s surface shimmered like someone had dropped a pebble into a well. A new scene was revealed.

It was not unfamiliar. Revealed to them were vast tracts of land with towering mushroom trees. It was where Greenland had found their main source of sustenance as well as the foreign Temple. It was also where they found the guardian spirits that they used to create spirit beads. This planet had been instrumental in Greenland’s development.

He could do better. Cloudhawk focused in an attempt to delve deeper into unknown territory.

Hellflower watched the image behind the portal change once again. Her eyes peered through the limited window unto a limitless rocky plain. Ruins slowly crumbling to dust, massive abandoned airships… this had to be the site of some frightful battle. Much to her delight, much of what she saw looked largely intact, in stark contrast to their planet’s ruins, which had been picked clean.

During this process, Cloudhawk learned that the deeper he tried to delve into these dimensions, the more difficult it became. Having arrived at this third layer, he was struggling to maintain control.

However, he had enough strength left to reach further… into a fourth layer. He did so without pause, revealing someplace new. Hellflower’s eyes went wide as she gazed upon a picturesque forest. Dense and beautiful, the floor was carpeted with exotic flora and fauna.

Cloudhawk remembered this place.

Years ago, he’d slipped through reality and ended up here. If he was not mistaken, this was the world taken over by those strange creatures that turned violent – the same world where he’d found Oddball. The sprawling forests and its bloodthirsty denizens made the world too dangerous for their factory.

This was as deep as Cloudhawk could manage. Anything further and the portal would be too unstable.

“Incredible!”

Hellflower was finding it hard to fathom. She had no idea how it was that Cloudhawk was able to pinpoint these specific locations. Was it that his powers were somehow connected to them? Or did these planets exist in overlapping space, occupying the same location but never touching?

Both theories had their merits. The former would make sense since these places all appeared to be locations the former Demon King had visited and left his mark. Maybe there were beacons he placed which allowed subsequent travelers to find these exact spots.

Her second guess also seemed plausible. Based on what she knew of the calamity that destroyed their world, its early upheavals were marked by gravitational chaos. Strange creatures not native to this reality began to appear, which might suggest this planet and the others in multidimensional space had begun to collide.

Quantum mechanics postulated that gravitational forces could manipulate space-time. That is to say that a planet’s gravitational well could impact and disturb another, even in an alternate dimension, and disturb it enough to obliterate ancient civilizations. The Demon King’s stone allows the bearer to slip between these layers that occupy the same space in different dimensions. It sounded like fantasy, but it seemed as likely as anything else.

The question that occupied Cloudhawk’s mind was how many more places could he visit? If he kept pushing himself, could he reach Gehenna, Sumeru, or even some other mysterious reality? What was the nature of this world? The phase stone had been the most important part of the Demon King’s endowment. What other secrets did it hold?

He didn’t have any answers to these questions right now. Step by step, knowledge would eventually come.

The blasted world and the world of mushrooms Cloudhawk had visited on several occasions. While he’d only explored a small area of either and had only a rudimentary knowledge of them, he at least knew their climates. This time, he would take Hellflower with him to learn what they could about the third and fourth layers.

The stony plains were a dead land rich with discarded technological treasures. Within the ruins were weapons and contraptions that were in very good shape. However, thousands of years had passed, and time had taken its toll. Many had succumbed to rust or were otherwise destroyed. What’s more, whatever civilization had made them had a very different style of writing and other habits, making their tools difficult to use and decipher. However, that would not stop their scientists from trying.

The jungle world, in contrast, was a rare place where vitality thrived.

Cloudhawk had been many places and traveled to other worlds, and nowhere else had he seen a place with so much life – be it vegetation or creatures. At least eighty percent of this planet was choked in forest, while the other twenty percent was ocean. It was a world of remarkable abundance and unchecked wilderness where nature prevailed. Its complex ecosystem was home to countless species vying for dominance, making it a place both rife with danger and filled with opportunity.

It was crazy, but if these two worlds could be connected and exploited, it would be of great benefit to Greenland.

Hellflower and Cloudhawk spent several days exploring and eventually decided to build their factory on the stony plains. The first batch sent to build a base comprised of a couple thousand scientists. In addition, another group of five thousand soldiers was sent to the spore planet to establish a settlement. Established in other planes, they would be at Cloudhawk’s beck and call when needed.

Cloudhawk could summon a portal and call on them as needed. By the same logic, he could gather whatever resources were required from these places in an instant, including weapons. At Cloudhawk’s current strength, so long as he had the energy, he could call boulders from space, soldiers, or anything else he needed – just as he unwittingly did in his fight against the Silverwing Monarch.

Over the next few days, Cloudhawk vigorously recruited for the enterprise. Much to his surprise, there was considerable interest in the posting, at least ten times what he was expecting. Perhaps they were bored with the lives they led or were pessimistic about the times ahead. Maybe they had ambitions of living life as an influential pioneer. At any rate, after just a few days, he had thirty thousand volunteers.

What was thirty thousand to Cloudhawk? Well, how many were under his control?

The answer was several million, but if he subtracted the citizens of Imperia and only counted Nox, the Dark Atom, Sandspire, and Greenland, he had less than a million people. Thirty thousand from that number collected in just a few days spoke volumes to the peoples’ interest in this project.

Spatial immigration was not cheap. Cloudhawk hoped these initial groups could learn and develop quickly so that they could get settled as soon as possible.

With so many interested, Cloudhawk was saddled with trying to decide who to choose. Cloudhawk looked over the forms and came upon a very interesting group. The Wendigo King and his brood had expressed interest in going. The motivation was to make sure that whatever happened in this world, some of their species would continue to thrive.

Cloudhawk nodded. So shall it be.

The wargs were a power he could not ignore. They were especially capable scouts, spies, and trackers. By allowing them to immigrate to somewhere else, they would have the peace of mind to fight with more loyalty and ferocity. They would have their own place and a sense of belonging.
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Five thousand pioneers in the spore world. Another two thousand settled on the stony plain.

Ten days since opening the portal, the first batch was nearly ready to depart.

Both groups were different, including the specialists assigned to them. They were selected in accordance with the environment they were going to. Since Spore Planet had been explored before, Greenland’s people knew what to expect more or less. Of the five thousand sent, half were soldiers and scientists, while the other half were normal citizens. Their goal was to establish a settlement and learn more about the world. Hopefully, they could discover new and different species of mushrooms to be used. Once adequate resources were collected, they were to be prepared for shipment back to Greenland.

Of the two thousand dispatched to the badlands of the stony plains, most were scientists from Sandspire, Dark Atom, or Nox. Erecting and managing an eboncrys weapon factory was their aim, with the hope of eventually expanding. The others who went with them were among the best soldiers Cloudhawk could spare. The Wendigo King handpicked five hundred of his fiercest to be their protectors. Nucleus promised two hundred mutant natives of the Blisterpeaks. Greenland sent a contingent of Talons, and Nox sent some of its Black Knights.

As far as anyone knew, Spore Planet was relatively safe. So long as they stayed away from the ruins, they didn’t have to worry about being attacked by spirits, and they knew what the more dangerous mushroom trees looked like. Because they were familiar with the terrain, it was a suitable place for Greenland’s first pioneers. In the future, once the infrastructure was built, they could send much larger numbers of people through.

Where Stony Plains was different from Spore World was in how little of it was known. No one knew what to expect or what they might run into. Until more information was available, it was best to play it safe.

The fourth world had more resources than the other three put together, but it was a complex and dangerous environment to navigate. Cloudhawk wouldn’t be comfortable sending many people through until more was known.

So that is where things stood. The first layer Cloudhawk could access was the devastated remains of a dead world of no discernible worth. The second was rich with plants and other resources and was safe enough for settlers. The third world was blasted and intimidating, but there were no obvious threats as of yet. From what they could tell, there were a lot of technological treasures to be found, and soon, their precious factories would call it home. Last was the fourth world, a mysterious jungle filled with wild creatures. It was obviously full of resources to exploit, but for now, it was best to scout it out and learn more before sending anyone to stay long-term.

Cloudhawk’s current focus was to work on developing the second and third worlds. Spirit beads were beginning to run in short supply, so the gate they powered couldn’t handle huge groups coming and going. These first groups had to be limited.

But they were the foot in the door, so to speak. The first important step. Once these groups were settled, a second and then a third would follow.

Hellflower knew Cloudhawk’s powers were numerous, but far and away the most valuable was his ability to shift dimensions. Every world was filled with treasures waiting to be discovered. Each one had staggering potential, waiting to be tapped. Preparations were being made in case the worst occurred, but since they were already in the process of doing so, they might as well set up supply lines while they were at it. The power and resources Cloudhawk wielded would continue to grow so that he could overcome his increasingly powerful enemies.

The Wendigo King gathered five hundred of his strongest men. By the time he arrived, there was already a sizable group waiting by the God Tree. Coal showed up a short time later with warriors from his tribe and a group of genetically modified soldiers. He was met with the Wendigo King’s searching gaze. “You are also going to the other world?”

Coal and the Wendigo King came from completely different worlds. Once known as Hyena, the humanoid beast was a creation of the southern wilds. Coal, on the other hand, hailed from the northern Blisterpeaks, a mutant forged in a harsh environment. Although the two might have emerged from vastly different backgrounds, the battle for Sanctuary had brought them together. Since that time, they’d often fought side-by-side against the Conclave and had grown closer.

Coal nodded. “My people come from a very difficult homeland. Things are bad. Many have gone to Nucleus for shelter. Too many. So I brought my people to Greenland. When I heard they were sending people to settle a new world, we agreed to help.”

The Wendigo King frowned. “Isn’t Greenland a good place? Why are you so eager to go to a strange, unknown place?”

Members of the volcano tribes were strong but mild of temperament. They were allowed to live within the city limits. The Wendigo King’s people, however, were savage and often unruly, so limitations were put on how many could remain among the citizens. Nothing was stopping Coal from waiting until the worlds were better established before going with his people. There was a much higher potential for danger if he went with the first groups.

Coal responded, “Greenland needs strong, bold soldiers. That’s why we’re going.”

His answer wasn’t what the Wendigo King expected. “That’s it?”

Coal nodded. “Cloudhawk is a friend to my people. We answer our friends’ calls.”

There was a note of scorn in the Wendigo King’s smirk. “Friends are made in times of peace. Have you ever heard of a sheep befriending a wolf? Cloudhawk is stronger than you can even imagine. I suggest you stay as far away from him as you can. Otherwise, he’ll drag you down into this awful war with him. You and your handful of tribesmen won’t survive.”

Coal was annoyed with the warning and wanted to respond, but he couldn’t think of what to say. He was never skilled at arguing and had to admit the Wendigo King had a point.

Cloudhawk was getting stronger all the time. Now, even Wolfblade was his subordinate along with Abaddon, the Shepherd God, the Khan of Evernight, the old drunk, and others. Any one of those could wield power out here in the wastes in their own right. The stronger Cloudhawk got, the stronger would be the enemies who stood in his way. Even though Coal wanted to help his friend, were he and his tribe enough to make a difference?

It didn’t seem like it. They would need to get stronger first!

He was still wrestling with the thought when the gateway opened. The shimmering portal grabbed everyone’s attention. As Coal and the Wendigo King gazed upon it, their faces turned to surprise. Although they knew Cloudhawk was using the altar to augment his powers, creating a portal of this size still had to use an unfathomable amount of energy and power.

A Master Demon Hunter, proficient in dimensional power. Cloudhawk had arisen as an indestructible force!

Stepping through the portal, the Wendigo King and Coal found themselves standing amid a vast blasted landscape. Every week, they would open the portal once so that more people and supplies could be delivered. Now that they were here, the first order of business was to settle in.

Stony Plains was desolate and barren. It was nothing but dark red stone and dirt for as far as the eye could see. The air was hot and dry, and gravity was harsher than on the world they’d come from. But the atmosphere was suitable and there was enough oxygen. In fact, prior to sending out the expedition, Hellflower had carefully gone over the data collected about this place and had come to a conclusion.

The Spore World, Stony Plains of the jungle planet, most anywhere Cloudhawk could phase to had many things in common. Atmosphere, the size of its parent star, intensity of sunlight, temperature… there were slight differences, but overall, they were perfectly suitable for habitation. It certainly wasn’t a coincidence. What she didn’t know was why.

Out in the infinitely vast cosmos, finding just two habitable planets was one chance in a million. How could it be that time and again Cloudhawk was plucking worlds amenable to life like it was no effort at all? Hellflower had no way to explain it, just like she had no way to explain their destruction.

It didn’t matter. There were more pressing questions to be answered. If people could survive here, that was enough for now.

Coal commanded his tribesmen to begin laying out the foundation. The Wendigo King selected a number of intelligent birds and had them scout the area.

The resources and equipment selected for this group of two thousand were plentiful. They would have a functioning, if temporary, base of operations in less than ten days.

While the base was being erected, wargs spread out and learned what they could about the surroundings. During the process, they gathered the scant flora they found as well as unfamiliar minerals. Several dozen unique ruins and aircraft wreckages were mapped out for later exploration. Beyond this, there was nothing else of note about where they were settling.

That was… until the Wendigo King received an explosive scouting report.

One of his wargs spotted a mechanical creature running at high speed across the wastes. Its neck alone was three meters long like that of some sort of giraffe from the ancient world.

This didn’t make any sense to the Wendigo King. How were there robots in this place? As far as anyone knew, this place had been destroyed ten thousand years ago. Whatever civilization had existed had long since perished. He might have believed it somewhat if the warg had told him it was a proper giraffe, but a mechanical one? That didn’t seem possible.

He was still mulling it over when Coal came running up to him. “Something strange has appeared near our base. It looked like a bird, but it was not. You should see for yourself.”

Indeed, circling overhead was a creature that looked to have been modeled after some monstrous misconception of an eagle. It had two heads and one tail. Its two pairs of eyes were dark red and shone with electric light. Every inch of its body was made of metal, and countless years exposed to the environment had caused parts of it to rust. Something had damaged its chest, revealing circuits and wires that sputtered with sparks. Long story short, it was a mechanical bird!

The reports were right! Operational machines! The creature circling above them was a highly complex system of circuits still functional after all this time!

It circled the base a few times before breaking into a steep dive. A small rocket emerged from its back and spat fire, increasing its speed by four to five times. They watched it tear past the base, uninterested in them, and instead snatch up something from the ruins nearby.

The pioneers all watched, transfixed. The bird rose again with a strip of something in its talons, something that looked like a snake.

Of course, that was just how it looked. The snake was made of the same material as the bird that had captured it. Another complicated machine. It wriggled against the nail-like talons and tried to belch fire at the bird, but to no avail. The bird ignored its desperate attempts and carried off its prize. It paid the outsiders no mind.

What the fuck?

The same thought hung in everyone’s mind as they watched the scene unfold. Sandspire’s scientists were especially stunned by what they’d witnessed.

Two machines living and acting as fluid as real creatures. This sort of technology was centuries ahead of anything Sandspire could produce! It was incredible that they should act out roles of hunter and prey, for what need did machines have to hunt? Robots were not real living things! It was yet another inexplicable mystery in this strange world that left the newcomers baffled.
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The Settlers of Stony Plains were surprised to learn that these mechanical creatures were not exceptions in this barren place but the rule. As the Wendigo King and Coal continued to explore their new home, they discovered many more metal monsters prowling the ruins.

Birds, reptiles, fish, bigger game… everything they found was mechanical. The strangest thing about this planet was that these machines had their own clear ecology. Different “species” of machines occupied various strata as predators or prey.

The good news was the robots appeared to have no interest in living things. Settlers stumbled on beasts from time to time, but so long as they didn’t draw too close, none of the robots displayed any hostile intent. These surprising discoveries quickly made their way back to Greenland, along with a sample for Hellflower to pore over.

“What is the situation?”

When Cloudhawk heard the news, his first stop was Hellflower’s lab. It was his first time seeing such a thing when he entered and spied it lying on her examination table, so even he was surprised.

This one was a lizard, roughly five meters of hard metal alloy. Much of it was rusted, and weeds had begun to grow in cracks in its hide. Upon closer inspection, they noted that it wasn’t homogeneously crafted either. Some of the metal was different in places that looked to have been repaired. The legs in particular were completely different from the rest of its body.

While it was clearly a highly complex machine, elements of its exterior gave the crude impression of wastelander improvisation they were all used to seeing. By the time Cloudhawk arrived, they’d already started to deconstruct the lizard. Its central processor was laid open, revealing a complex structure. Obviously, the level of sophistication far outstripped anything the wastelands could produce. Only a highly advanced and well-developed civilization could have crafted something like this.

Hellflower readjusted her goggles. “The situation is precisely what you see here! There is nothing biological about this construct. It is definitely a machine, I’m a hundred percent sure of it. Its level of sophistication is far superior to anything we could find in Sandspire, by a hundred years at least. But what’s most peculiar is its energy source.”

Hellflower slipped on examination gloves as she spoke. She reached into the lizard’s body and extracted a small crystal orb. It was still humming with energy.

She placed the item to the side and continued, “This is the heart of these robotic creatures. We see that it has structures necessary for collecting solar power. However, solar power alone is crude and inefficient. In order to supplement this, it appears these creatures seek out and devour sources of energy that they come across. Most of their inner workings are designed to transfer and transform the energy they ingest and store it here in this energy crystal. We only have a rough estimate, but from what we gather, there’s a hundred years’ worth of energy condensed in this one crystal – enough condensed power to blow up a warship!”

Cloudhawk was understandably surprised. “The animals attack one another to devour this energy?”

Hellflower nodded. “We haven’t yet been able to reverse engineer their internal chips and neural networks to better understand them. However, some logical programmed behaviors are what have allowed them to exist on that planet for so long. Judging by the remodeling we found in this specimen, we can surmise that it has undergone several significant transformations.”

His brows furrowed. “So there must be some sort of intelligence out there.”

The reports he’d received described robots that displayed logic and instinct but were not intelligent enough to make changes to their own bodies like this or build others like themselves. They were merely robots acting out the lives of normal creatures. The only way they could exist was if there was someone or something hiding away that was building them.

Stony Plains was turning out to be more complicated than it first appeared. What other secrets was it hiding? Was there really an intelligent race hiding somewhere out there? If there was, why hadn’t they transformed that blasted landscape to be more hospitable in the thousands of years they’ve had to develop? Instead, they spent their time building… these.

What was the secret they weren’t seeing?

“The planet might be more dangerous than we thought,” Cloudhawk mused. “Maybe we should call the settlers back.”

Hellflower did not agree. “Call them back? Why? Do you have any idea how much we can learn from the body of this lizard? Do you know how many other powerful robots like it have been seen wandering Stony Plains, or what other precious relics are waiting to be discovered? That planet is more valuable than any treasure vault you could pry open!”

She wasn’t wrong, but that didn’t answer the question of whether the world was safe or hostile.

Hellflower tried another way. “Haven’t you always wanted to know what really happened to our world? If there are survivors out there, they might have the answers. Imagine what that could mean for our future! Think about what we could accomplish if we turn this extraterrestrial power to our cause? It may be just the tool we need to turn the tide in our favor at this critical moment!”

Whatever Hellflower’s other talents, she sure knew how to argue her case. Her passion and persuasion tickled at Cloudhawk’s heart. He did want to know what happened to turn his world into the hellscape it was today.

He also wanted to know how these distinct planets were connected by his dimensional powers and whether the catastrophe that erased human civilization could happen again. If there was an intelligent species hiding somewhere out there, perhaps they held the answers. Thus, he agreed to wait and see. Perhaps they would know more soon.

Of the four dimensional layers Cloudhawk had access to, the first was a worthless asteroid field where a planet had once been. The remaining three appeared to have some use. The Spore World, for instance, had turned out to be integral to his people. The third layer was turning out to be an important place for technological development. The fourth layer Cloudhawk had only visited once and knew it to be filled with dangerous critters. Sooner or later, he would assemble a crew to scour it for something useful.

So far, nothing in the Demon King’s inherited memories revealed how many dimensions or other worlds there were to explore. Each one held some sort of meaning, though, and as far as he could tell, there was infinite room for more.

Hellflower continued picking apart the lizard, learning all she could. Cloudhawk had no more reason to hang around, so he left. Once he exited the laboratory, he was met with a messenger with another report. Dawn had won a series of important victories. Much of the territory she’d lost before Cloudhawk came back had been retaken. She was currently engaged against the Conclave’s long-range forces. If she could beat them back, the Conclave would be cast out of the southern wilds entirely.

It had been less than a month since Cloudhawk had returned to Greenland. Already, the dire situation he’d come back to appeared to be turning in their favor. Such was the benefit of having support from the Dark Atom and Nox.

He also learned more about how things were fairing in Imperia. Reports described a city well on its way to recovery. After taking control, the Shepherd God made a point of performing several highly visible miracles. These acts helped her establish a reputation and solidified her leadership. While her power did not yet compare to that of the late Silverwing Monarch, Meadow was her domain. The former king could never do what she was capable of from the heart of her Temple.

It didn’t matter where. People valued and respected strength.

The Shepherd God’s strength was enough to keep the people of Imperia impressed and in line. The feats Autumn performed defied their imaginations. What’s more, upon her return, the Shepherd God revealed the true history of the realm they occupied. That alone made her words more persuasive.

Imperia was the most populated territory under Cloudhawk’s control. Even once they clawed back the rest of the southern wilds, Imperia – or Oakstead as the Shepherd God had originally named it – would still be home to half of all his people. Having it take a turn towards stability was very good news for Cloudhawk.

“Now is the time to cast out the Conclave of Judgment.”

Cloudhawk looked over a map of the southern wilds. He knew that Dawn’s main force had engaged with the Conclave’s, and the result of that battle would determine the fate of his territory. He would participate himself, and not only him but the Khan and Abaddon as well.

It’d been more than twenty days since Dawn led her coalition off to battle. With her string of victories, there was no question that she’d earned respect and prestige among her troops. What the south needed now was a suitably grandiose victory to boost morale and rekindle faith. Cloudhawk summoned his two lieutenants and teleported directly from the city. It took them less than an hour to reach the battlefield with the help of his powers. It was taking place in an abandoned wastelander city. Dawn had already arrived and occupied it to have a more defensible position when the enemy arrived.

“What are you doing here?” Dawn had been looking over maps and crafting her strategy when she heard Cloudhawk had arrived. She’d gone immediately to find him.

Cloudhawk looked at the young woman and smiled. “Things back in Greenland are all under control. We’re here to help you fight the final battle for the southern wilds.”

Indeed, it was the final battle. If they stopped the Conclave here, they would have no choice but to retreat back to the north with their tail between their legs. Interest in harassing the south would sharply decrease or stop entirely once the Conclave left to lick its wounds. Their enemies would certainly be taking this fight seriously.

Just then, a dark wind blew and an ominous shadow appeared on the horizon.


107 / Attacking the Enemy’s Rear


Desert stretched to the horizon. Yellow sand danced on the breeze. Sandbar Station was gradually swallowed in darkness.

Two large forces met in the air above in a tense standoff. The Northern Barrens and the Southern Wilds faced one another, but really, it was a dance between Arcturus Cloude and Cloudhawk. Their first formal, if indirect, conflict. The outcome of this fight would determine whether the Conclave of Judgment would retain a foothold in the south. As such, it was integral to Arcturus’s plans.

The scale of these two armies was nowhere close to even.

The Conclave of Judgment commanded a huge number of troops. Not only did it boast twice the number of vehicles as the south, but its ground forces were also vastly superior in number. There were more than five hundred buggies packed with soldiers in addition to over two thousand lizard and wolf riders.

These forces were bolstered only recently, taken from the territories the Conclave stole from Dawn. While the ground force itself wasn’t the main part of the Conclave’s army, it was a formidable threat. In contrast, the Southern Confederation had no ground force to speak of. It relied on the superior airships provided by Nox.

The best comparison was to judge both by the ranking established by the Conclave: spy ships, expedition ships, battleships, carriers, and destroyers. The Conclave had over two thousand ships, five hundred being battleships. The remainder were largely mid-sized expeditionary ships.

In total numbers, the southern wilds were in an inferior position, with an armada of only eight hundred vessels. However, its aerial forces were uniform and outfitted for war. Its flagship was a lumbering, ancient war machine bristling with particle cannons. By the Conclave’s evaluation standards, it was considered a carrier class, with enough firepower alone to match ten battleships. Its presence on the battlefield was a serious threat to the enemy armada.

All told, the capabilities of both armies were about equal.

The Conclave had the advantage in terms of scale, but the south made up for that deficit with more powerful equipment and better-trained soldiers. The coming war promised to be fierce, bloody, and unforgiving.

Dawn watched the slowly encroaching enemy force. Terrangelica was already in hand, and she thrust it forward to punctuate her orders. “All forces forward! Meet them head-on!”

The two armies rolled towards each other like fatal storms.

Picking up speed, they closed the distance in short order. From a distance, it would look like two ominous clouds colliding while sparks danced in their midst. But what from afar looked like sparks were the roars of cannons, rockets, and launchers as they spat death towards one another. The two armies immediately broke into fierce conflict.

The clouds split open as a stream of light burst through, like lightning wreaking havoc in a storm. The roar of a cannon sounded like thunder.

Cloudhawk felt the whole ship rattling beneath his feet. Debris filled the air as guard ships on either side detonated in midair. Fragments of ship and crew pelted the deck of his ship like a grisly rain. The exchange of fire claimed lives on both sides. The first volley revealed no clear winner.

The Conclave’s army was too large. Below, its ground forces had spread across the desert and were closing in on the city.

Lines of armored vehicles kicked up sand in their wake as they sped towards their objective. Wastelander soldiers tore across the dunes on giant lizards with rocket launchers on their shoulders. They didn’t bother to aim, simply letting their payloads loose towards the ships above with wild abandon. The ground forces were limited in how much damage they could deal to the armada, but they did add pressure and served to harass their foes from below.

Deadly winds churned. Thunder roared. Soon, the ground was littered with broken ships and dead bodies.

Dawn watched with a grim expression. “They’re better equipped than I expected.”

While the Conclave’s ships themselves were not powerful, nearly all of them had been outfitted with destructive missile launchers and other ordnance. They could blow one of Dawn’s ships to pieces from ten kilometers away. While her ships were of higher quality overall, they still were having trouble overcoming the sheer numbers disadvantage. If this continued, then winning would be costly, if even possible. The death toll would be staggering for both sides whatever the outcome.

It was for precisely such a situation that Cloudhawk had chosen to come.

The Conclave’s efforts to conquer the south came directly from Arcturus, and this battle was key in making it happen. Without question, they would be bringing their best to bear. Even borrowing strength from Nox, the Southern Confederation was never going to win this one easily.

Cloudhawk broke in. “We have fewer people, and the Conclave has enough to come back even if we rout them here. If we lose most of our forces, it won’t mean a thing even if we win. We have to change our tactics. We can’t go blow for blow.”

That was where they found themselves. The Conclave was too big. Six thousand vessels – even if they lost two ships for each of Dawn’s, they would still win. The salt in that wound was that these warriors came from their own territory, won after the Conclave swept through and gobbled up all of the south’s cities.

If they didn’t find a way to reverse this, while they might force the Conclave to lose interest in the south for a time, Cloudhawk’s forces would also be decimated. He would be stuck trying to recover instead of bringing the fight to them.

Cloudhawk knew that his true enemy didn’t reside in the wastelands. He was the lofty and unreachable Arcturus Cloude. If he wanted to tear the Master Demon Hunter from his ivory tower in the heart of Skycloud, Cloudhawk would need to first unite the wastelands. All obstacles towards that end had to be removed. Right now, that hindrance was the Conclave of Judgment.

Not only did it have to be dismantled, but he would also need to do it quickly.

In the twenty-some days since Cloudhawk’s return, he’d been careful to keep it quiet. Skycloud didn’t realize the threat growing to the south, but once they did, they would have no choice but to react. If it took Cloudhawk three years to overcome the north, Arcturus would have all that time to bolster his defenses. At that point, there would be no way for wastelanders to break through and conquer the Elysian land.

If they failed to take Fallowmoor, Cloudhawk would lose the chance to encircle and conquer Skycloud. At that point, Arcturus would be practically invincible and Cloudhawk would know nothing but danger.

The exchange of fire increased in rate and ferocity, as did the damage each side endured. Meanwhile, the two armies inched ever closer. The Conclave’s officers ordered their ships to decelerate and dispatched their air force. Three to four thousand soldiers on the backs of giant birds of prey took to the skies. They stretched out to either side, then circled around, ready to take the Southern Confederation’s flanks.

Wastelander flying forces were an important power! Although they weren’t very damaging individually, they were highly maneuverable.

They had many uses in battle due to their superior agility. They could intercept missiles or simply harass the enemy and flood them at close range with gunfire and light munitions. These units were armed with rapidfire crossbows, machine guns, hand grenades, and the like. If a large enough force managed to swing around and attack from the rear, they could cause real chaos.

Dawn didn’t hesitate. “Drunk, lead our own air units out to meet them!”

The cumbersome warships were too large and moved too slowly to deal with a group of riders this size. The best method of countering them was to send out one’s own fliers and tie them up before they could get too close. However, the Southern Confederation was heavily outnumbered. If they didn’t come up with a better plan, it would end in mutual destruction.

“As far as I can see, there’s only one option to finish this quickly.” Cloudhawk shot a glance at Dawn, then out across the battlefield. He pointed at the largest vessels in the enemy fleet. They were floating amid a heavily armored entourage. “We need to take out their central command.”

Dawn understood his aim. Southern Confederation or Conclave of Judgment, armies of this size needed a central point to facilitate commands and give orders. Often, there was more than just a single ship. Instead, there’d be a cluster of them that ordered different parts of the fleet. If those ships were destroyed or otherwise had their contact with the rest of the armada cut off, the enemy would fall into disarray. Routing them would become much easier.

Cut off the head and the body withers! The behemoth that was the Conclave’s army would disintegrate from within!

Any army knew this, so the command flotilla was surrounded by a contingent of powerful guard ships. Any force worth its salt would keep their best close by and make sure their forces were more concentrated in the area. If the tactic was to destroy an opposing force’s command center, they would first have to obliterate all the rest of the enemy to do it.

Cloudhawk looked over the target. “Three ships. Khan, you take the left. Abbadon, you head right. I will handle the flagship. Have Roc command your forces while you’re gone, and the drunk can buy us time with fliers. I’ll teleport us past their defensive lines.”

Yes! Cloudhawk could slip right through! Typical defenses meant nothing against his phase powers.

Roc was anxious when he heard the plan. “Your teleportation powers are strong, but there’s a limit to how many people you can bring with you. Those ships are crawling with their best soldiers. It’s too risky for you to get in close to destroy them.”

“You think this is dangerous?” Cloudhawk had no time to argue. “Prepare to act!”

A minute later, space warped in the air near the Conclave’s command flotilla. A handful of silhouettes appeared in the air. Cloudhawk motioned for them to move out.

The Khan of Evernight led a small group to the left side of the flotilla. Abaddon did the same to the right. Neither of Cloudhawk’s lieutenants was a pushover – one was Nox’s governor, and the other was a demon who once lorded over the southern wilds. Either was more than capable of destroying a few ships, so a single command vessel each was well within their abilities.

“Let’s go.”

Cloudhawk brought Dawn and a handful of Polaris fighters towards the enemy’s flagship. It and the other two command ships were in a trident formation with the central vessel being the largest. It was like a floating mountain that was fitted with a staggering number of weapons. Although Cloudhawk and the others had appeared suddenly, the well-trained enemy had already begun to mount a defense.

Countless heavy weapons belched their payloads. Plumes of fire half a meter thick shot their way. The air was suddenly filled with high-velocity bullets. No one could stand for long against such an intense onslaught!

Cloudhawk from half a year ago would have balked at the sight. The Cloudhawk of today, however, felt no trepidation. Even if he allowed these bullets to strike him, they would only cause surface-level wounds. He held his left arm in front of him, clenched his fist, and a rich white light surrounded him and his allies.

As the bullets collided with this shield, they bounced away harmlessly! Several heavy machine guns strafed Cloudhawk’s location, but it was ultimately a waste of ammunition.

With a scream of challenge, Dawn leaped at the ship when they were close enough. She came down on the gun turret with her slender leg. The force behind it collapsed the turret like it was made of tin foil. She followed by brandishing Terrangelica, urging the weapon to fire a beam of energy through the body of a nearby gunner. It pierced through the thick shield of his machine gun and cleaved the man himself to pieces. The gun exploded, the blast sending twisted pieces of metal and scorched chunks of flesh across the deck.

Cloudhawk landed near the engine and disabled it with a fierce kick of his own. His body was instantly swallowed up in a deluge of fire and broken metal, but he emerged unscathed. He walked away from the explosion, calm and collected, even as the ship began to list. However, a ship this size did not just have a single engine. Destroying a handful wasn’t enough to disable it entirely.

By now, the ship’s defenses had time to respond. A large number of flying forces were closing in.

“Let’s head inside!”

Cloudhawk punched a thick metal cabin door with his unadorned fist. With a screech of steel on steel and a shower of sparks, the door was knocked clean off its hinges. He wrenched it free from the frame and flung it over his shoulder where it slammed into a nearby soldier and turned him to paste. Cloudhawk then strode inside without a care, Dawn and the rest of the Polaris warriors in tow.

The other defenders watched in shock and horror. What was that guy?! He was some sort of monster in human skin!


108 / Crossing Swords


Bridge of the Conclave’s southern command vessel.

With grim expressions, the officers gave their orders.

There was a great disparity between the populations of the northern and southern parts of the wastelands. Southern powers were fractured, delicate. Against the strong and unified forces of the north, southern organizations had been unable to defend themselves. After all, not only had the Conclave taken all of the north, but they also had the backing of Skycloud and the Cloude family. The Sanctum as it had existed under the Crimson One was a shadow of what the Conclave had become.

Half a year, that was all it took for huge swaths of the wastelands to come under their control. Up to this point, their war with the southern wilds had gone decidedly in their favor.

All that remained was Greenland, which stubbornly hung on in the face of hopelessness. Who could have known that aid would appear at the crucial moment from the shadows of Nox? This unexpected interference cost them Eckhard Cutter, one of their commanders and leader of their armies. He died in enemy hands.

It was a crushing blow to the Conclave!

Greenland’s governor, Dawn Polaris, followed on the heels of this tragedy with a series of lightning maneuvers. In only twenty days, she snatched back most of the cities under Conclave control. By the time the leadership heard the news, it was already too late. They were forced to dispatch another one of their commanders, Dumont Cenhelm, to quell this resistance. Taking over the post vacated by Eckhard, he was tasked with standing against the southern forces propped up by Nox.

War had once more come to the wastelands. Only this time, it was between its own people.

Dumont towered over his officers in the mighty Dawnbreaker armor that encased his body. Only his head was left uncovered, revealing a grizzled and aging face with a solemn expression. He was not the talkative and flirtatious elder from Hell’s Valley any longer, for he knew the enemy he faced.

How was it that Dawn had reacted so quickly, recovering all that lost territory in under a month? Simple, it was just as their reports warned: Cloudhawk had returned.

The same terrifying man that had nearly obliterated Sanctuary, who in years prior had lived a life caught between Skycloud and the wastes. Cloudhawk was a complicated sort, whose exploits before Sanctuary had earned him both praise and blame.

He was responsible for killing mighty threats from the wastelands in the form of Adder and the Crimson One. He was also guilty of unforgivable sins in the eyes of the Elysians. He carried the banner of House Polaris into victory after victory, yet also bore the mantle of blasphemer as decreed by Skycloud’s highest authority. At one brief point in time, he was Commander-General of their expeditionary force and saved the lives of thousands. He ended up causing many deaths when he led enemy forces into conflict with Sanctuary.

Yes, a complicated man, full of contradictions. His hands were stained with blood, and his name was whispered from Skycloud to the most distant reaches of the wastelands. Yet no one knew for sure which side he stood on. Judging by his acts alone, he always seemed to straddle that line instead of jumping into any camp with both feet.

After the frightening assault on Sanctuary, Cloudhawk’s reputation in Skycloud sank to the foulest of depths. Meanwhile, he was cheered as a hero in the wastes, especially in the south. To those simple folk, he was like a god walking among them. His reappearance was a call to arms for all those who looked up to him.

Dawn Polaris fought in his name, so when she returned to the cities taken by the Conclave, they submitted to her without a struggle. In the south, there was only one person they would all agree to follow, and that was Cloudhawk.

He had become a legend out here. Stories of his great deeds continued to grow and spread. Their adoration was at a fever pitch.

Now the legend had returned, stronger than ever. With a man like him at the fore, what did they have to fear from these northern invaders? As such, the southern leaders already dissatisfied with the Conclave’s oppression all flocked to Greenland’s side.

Dumont had not known until now what sort of prestige Cloudhawk commanded out here. He’d always known the young man to be special, but not much different from any other student he taught at Hell’s Valley. Back then, a particularly doughty assistant instructor could have put Cloudhawk in his place, to say nothing of the three Giants themselves.

A few years later and all that appeared to have changed.

Dumont looked through the porthole at the battle raging outside. Explosions and ammunition continued to be traded between the armies at a feverish pace. It was a storm of metal and fire where tens, maybe hundreds of thousands of lives could meet their end. It did nothing to stir this sixty-year-old man’s dead heart.

He was numb to it all by now. Back in Skycloud, no one knew his name. He was just a faceless commander of Hell’s Army. Few common folk, if any, had heard the name Dumont Cenhelm, and fewer still knew his real name even in Hell’s Valley. For two, nearly three decades, he had given his service to Hell’s Army, and in that time, he had been forgotten by the world. As a perennial commander, he had led hundreds of missions, offered countless indelible contributions to his home, but they would never be appreciated by those he served. The old soldier known as Dumont Cenhelm would die unknown, unsung, and unvalued. There would be no flowers or applause at his funeral.

But he had no regrets. From the outset, he understood that the missions he performed would never be public knowledge. He also knew how fragile this seemingly prosperous world the Elysians had built really was.

To keep it all from crumbling, there had to be some who hardened themselves and made sacrifices. Some would need to immerse themselves in darkness to stand as shield and sword, fighting to keep the common man safe and ignorant. The cost of this was one’s soul. He and his soldiers were the men who did not exist. A necessary evil. A firm belief in this mission was why Dumont did not lament his fate. It was stronger now than ever, for he knew he was undertaking possibly the most important mission of his life.

Decades of experience had taught Dumont that the turmoil and chaos of the world all stemmed from the wastelands. It was a breeding ground for the evil, the cruel, and the perverse. The potential for this corruption to grow and spread like weeds was immense. No matter what methods were employed, that inherent sin would never be wholly eradicated. But if they could only unify the wastelands, perhaps that might change.

The wastelands weren’t going away, but with effort, they could bring that chaos to heel.

Master Arcturus was a man of unequaled talent and brilliance. He had long since laid out his plans for the wastes, and they were now on the cusp of being realized. The day when everything would fall under the capable hands of Master Arcturus approached. With his genius, the whole world would know peace and order in ten years or less.

All of their sacrifices were the cornerstone for a lasting future peace!

As Dumont mulled on these thoughts, the ship suddenly pitched to one side. “What happened?”

Beside Dumont were two notable figures. One was hidden beneath a black cloak, and the other was clad in green. They were the Kings of the Barrens, Canker and Toad. Both were well-known for their strength and leadership in the north. Their freakish powers were comparable to a veteran demon hunter’s.

Each King was flanked by a coterie of a dozen or so soldiers.

“Someone’s boarded the ship!”

Canker’s insects were all through the ship and the surrounding area. They were like extensions of the creature himself, eyes and ears spread every which way. Any change in and around the ship he knew the instant it occurred.

“They appeared suddenly in the air outside and have breached our defenses.”

“Hmph! There’s only one person with that sort of power. No need to wonder who’s paid us a visit.” Dumont turned to an elder figure seated nearby. He was cradling a staff, and his features were hidden beneath a cape and hood. A heavy, stifling aura surrounded him. Oren Cloude, commander of the Demon Hunter Corps. Arcturus had ordered him to join the Conclave along with twenty of his demon hunters. “Cloudhawk is not dead, and it looks like he’s here to handle matters personally. It’s a smart move to try and destroy the command ships directly, but it is also our best opportunity.”

Oren nursed a special hatred for Cloudhawk. At the battle for Sanctuary, he had caused tremendous damage and was responsible for many deaths. His brazen attack and Oren’s subsequent defeat were humiliating to the Demon Hunter Corps. Upon receiving Arcturus’s orders, Oren was more than happy to bring his soldiers to aid the Conclave if it meant a chance at getting vengeance.

He was expecting to wait longer than six months, though. Reports were that Cloudhawk’s wounds were nearly fatal.

Good, very good. He thought. He lives and hurls himself right into my net. I will catch this fiend by surprise and cut him down. With any luck, today we rid ourselves of a terrible evil!

“Cloudhawk is very different than he was six months ago. Do not underestimate him,” Dumont warned.

Oren’s response came with a dark smirk. “It’s been less than a year since we crossed swords. I know just how strong he is. He can only bring a limited number of people with him here, and we are many. You fear it’s not enough to handle one man?”

Dumont was flanked by Canker, Toad, and several dozen strong soldiers. Oren was here with twenty of his best. Such a lineup was strong enough to fell a Master-level enemy, even two.

The wounds Cloudhawk had accrued a year ago were dire. It was unlikely he recovered in so short a period. It was foolish to fear that he could overcome so many! It was an affront to his intelligence!

Oren went on. “Cloudhawk is the leader of this southern rabble. Cut off the head of the snake and the body withers. With him gone, the south is ours, so he has given us the perfect opportunity on a silver platter. Tell me where to find him!”

Without a word, several demon hunter scouts engaged their relics to locate the man. A calm voice interrupted them a heartbeat later.

“No need to trouble yourselves. I’m already here.”

The words still hung in the air as reality rippled. Several figures appeared in the middle of the bridge.

Among them were several of Greenland’s best, yet all eyes fell upon the front two. One was imposing and dignified, with a large sword in one hand and a gauntlet encasing the other. The other was a young man in simple garb who bore no visible weapons, yet the danger he presented was palpable.

Dumont and his officers were speechless with shock. They’d all seen Cloudhawk more than once, Dumont especially. He had been responsible for training him in Hell’s Valley for three years.

The Cloudhawk before them now was different on a fundamental level.

A demon hunter with spatial talent came along once in a blue moon, one in tens of thousands. None other than Cloudhawk possessed this power.

Cloudhawk searched the crowd, peering from one sturdy enemy to the next. There were more than he expected, but it didn’t matter – they were all beneath consideration. Eventually, his attention fell upon Dumont. “Instructor Cenhelm.”

“You’ve walked right into our trap! Kill him!”

Oren was already on his feet. His face was dark and twisted, filled with bone-deep hate. With a roar, he charged forward with twenty demon hunters in tow.


109 / The Invincible Cloudhawk


Veteran demon hunters were not pushovers.

Men and women with such designations were often people of note in Skycloud. People that normal Elysians looked up to. A group of twenty such warriors together was a rare and impressive sight. Oren Cloude had brought with him most of the Demon Hunter Corps’ backbone.

Oren himself was a noble personage of Skycloud, an elder of high esteem. His foe would need to be a Master Demon Hunter or greater to warrant such a man leading twenty of his finest in person.

“Hmph, persistent idiot. Let me see what you’ve got!”

Dawn was off like a bullet. In an instant, she stood between these demon hunters and Cloudhawk. With her right hand, she shoved Terrangelica into the sturdy wood of the bridge, and immediately it began to rumble. She raised her gloved left hand at the encroaching force and ejected an invisible burst of power.

This was… control over gravity!

Oren’s face, already dripping with anger, now bore notes of fear and humiliation. The glove on Dawn’s hand was none other than his own precious lost relic.

It was a well-known and prestigious artifact in Skycloud. It was able to manipulate gravity to attack and support. During the battle for Sanctuary Oren faced the old drunk and learned he was no match for the former War Saint. Vulkan severed his arm, and his glove was lost to the enemy.

When the wastelanders recovered the relic, they found that no one was able to use it. However, gravity and earth had a connection, so they figured Dawn should give it a try. Beyond all expectations, she revealed a potent talent for its use, and for the last six months, she had been steadily improving her mastery over the relic.

A crushing gravitational force blanketed the area. It was so overwhelming that the floorboards groaned and cracked!

With Terrangelica and the gravity glove, Dawn was an even match for Oren. Although the power she wielded did not compare to what Oren could muster, she was nonetheless frighteningly lethal. Even Cloudhawk was impressed by what he witnessed. He was surprised to see how much she’d improved in so short a period.

If the enemies she faced were ordinary demon hunters, they all would have been crushed beneath her might. However, they were not. Oren had brought some of his best, veterans who were experienced warriors that wielded powerful and varied relics. Against one or two of them, Dawn had nothing to fear. Three or four might give her a little trouble. Five or so and she would have quite the fight on her hands. Eight and above, Dawn was out of her depth.

She was looking at twenty! Defeating them on her own? Not in her wildest dreams.

Oren didn’t even need to shout a warning. As the gravitational force descended, the demon hunters burst into action. They dashed out in different directions to avoid the area of her attack and used this chance to surround their foes.

Dawn scowled. They were better than she thought.

Bastards! So many capable fighters waiting in the wings, Arcturus wasn’t holding much back!

“Your sorry group can’t win!” Dumont and his wastelander lieutenants were also on the move. His allies were Toad and Canker, mighty wastelander mutants. Their powers were strange and formidable, comparable to veteran demon hunters themselves. “Surrender. The wastelands' fate is to be unified. You can’t stop it. To try is to just bring on further needless death.”

Dawn drew herself up with resolve and indignation. Things were not going well. Had she known what was waiting for them, she wouldn’t have been so hasty.

Cloudhawk revealed nothing, as calm as a lake surface. When Dumont made his claim, Cloudhawk nodded. “I agree with part of what you say. The wastelands have lived in chaos for a thousand years. Unity is the only way to change that. However, the fate of the wastelands is for wastelanders to determine, not Arcturus or his lackeys.”

“You’ve always been an amusing boy, but your stubbornness has grown tiresome. I’ll have to deal with you personally.”

“Instructor Cenhelm, you have always loved to talk. Let’s see if your skill with Dawnbreaker has improved over the years.”

Nothing else was said. Dumont’s helmet reappeared to surround the old man’s face, and he charged at full speed.

His armor quickly began to glow with power, as though it’d been thrown in a furnace. The sound of his feet pounding the floor was thunderous, and in an instant, he was like a supersonic bullet. As he dashed forward, right fist raised, the pulsing power in his armor raced through it in waves and gathered in his arm.

The power spilled out, turning his fist into a blazing sun! Anything that dared stand in the way of his punch would surely be blown to pieces!

Dumont’s Dawnguard Armor was a mighty relic, and the man himself possessed above-average mental powers. Over the last few years, he had managed to overcome his plateau and had made improvements. The power he wielded now was perhaps twice what he could muster back when Cloudhawk was training in Hell’s Valley. This punch had enough power behind it to outright slay a Master Demon Hunter.

Now was the time! Attack!

Oren and his demon hunters were all tempered warriors. They knew when to seize on an advantage. While the enemy was distracted by Dumont’s indomitable rush, it was the perfect time for them to move in as well. The members of the Demon Hunter Corps and their commander launched their attacks.

One was a plume of fire in the shape of a roaring dragon.

One was a column of lightning.

Another came in the form of writhing tornadoes.

All at once, the ship’s bridge became a devastated war zone. As Dawn and the other members of the Southern Confederation saw the attacks come, their faces blanched.

No one could walk away from such an all-encompassing attack! Cloudhawk was a powerful dimensional talent who could perhaps save himself with a teleport, but Dawn and the others were defenseless. She also knew that Cloudhawk was not the sort to abandon his allies.

What could they do?

Anxiety froze her limbs, yet she could see no reflection of it in Cloudhawk’s expression. He merely took a casual step forward, and a pale light glimmered along the gauntlet along his left arm. He curled his fingers into a fist and reached out with his arm to meet Dumont’s.

The two fists collided. The difference between the two was completely out of proportion.

One was encased in a blinding light. The other merely shone white. The degree of magnitude of the difference seemed laughably skewed. However, the moment these attacks met, every piece of glass and equipment on the bridge – from the control panel to the porthole windows – exploded into a million pieces.

Dumont could feel it as though it were happening in slow motion. The power behind Cloudhawk’s punch could level whole mountains.

The rebound energy was unyielding. Even the air was so compressed that it turned to a liquid state. Whether it was physical matter or energy, everything was rapidly ejected from the path of this power. All of Dumont’s mighty power was reflected back at him.

And not just Dumont’s attack! Cloudhawk’s action had produced a field that surrounded all of them, an energy vacuum! None of the attacks from the other demon hunters could force their way through.

The vacuum field continued to expand, pushing the attacks sent its way back towards their sources. Fire, lightning, and air swept away everyone be they demon hunters or wastelander fighters.

From the outside, it looked like a bomb had gone off within the bridge. It detonated in spectacular fashion, spreading debris a thousand meters in all directions. Even the guard ships nearby were nearly capsized by the force of the shockwave.

The violent explosion began a chain reaction. The command ship buckled as one blast after another ravaged it from bow to stern. Huge cracks split open along the deck, the hull, and through every part of it. It stopped suddenly and began to plummet.

Then, the power was gone. Calm replaced the temporary tumult. What remained was a ship that had been obliterated.

Huge swaths of the vessel were burned black by the explosions. Gaping holes revealed lower decks from the outside, and molten metal dripped from the edges. Hardly anything remained unscathed, and the air all around was thick with pitch-black smoke.

Dumont Cenhelm had been knocked a hundred meters away by Cloudhawk. He’d smashed through one of the metal walls and lay with half his body punched through the floor of the engine room next door. His indestructible armor was now cracked in several places, especially the arm. The man within was still, and it was impossible to know if he was alive or dead.

All the rest who were on the bridge were disfigured or maimed beyond recognition. Those that lived stared in fear and shock.

The epicenter of this destruction, Cloudhawk, was still rooted in place. Not a scratch marred his flesh, and even his clothes had not been put out of place. The area six feet around him had not been touched by the tragedy that ruined the rest of the vessel, making it stand out insultingly amidst the havoc.

Dawn and the others were protected in this circle. None of them were wounded or otherwise harmed. They were all dumbfounded. Even Dawn had no words for what she’d witnessed.

Cloudhawk had barely put any effort into that punch, and yet the power behind it was comparable to a Master Demon Hunter’s! In addition, it struck with the same martial power they might expect from someone like the old drunk. Together, the destruction it caused went beyond all reason.

Oren Cloude was speechless. How was this possible? How had he grown so strong in just one year?!

Cloudhawk loosed his fist and stood up straight. His face was the same unreadable calm as he looked at Oren. “Do you still want to fight? I strongly suggest you surrender, for there are few in Skycloud who trouble me and you are certainly not one of them.”

Oren felt a bone-deep sense of disgrace swallow him. He knew it to be the truth.

Oren might have been a little stronger than Dumont, but what he just witnessed proved without a doubt that Cloudhawk’s capabilities were unmatchable. Even if he fought Oren without his mental power, he could defeat the man with nothing but his physical strength.

There was no beating him. But why? How?

Dawn was also confused and conflicted with what she’d seen. The Cloudhawk standing by her side now fought with strength comparable to her fallen grandfather. He was so far beyond her level now that she couldn’t imagine ever catching up.


110 / Curtain Call


Cloudhawk spent many years of his life being pushed around. The ones he’d picked fights with in his early life – like Adder and the Crimson One – all had the power to rip him apart. Even back in Skycloud when he faced Frost, Atlas, and the others, he was always the little fish.

Things have changed since then.

Cloudhawk had grown quickly and now commanded power that the common man could hardly fathom.

Oren now realized that failing to kill Cloudhawk when they first met was a dire mistake.

The Cloudhawk of today was stronger than some Master Demon Hunters – even some demons! He had risen to the strength of a demon elder in the blink of an eye. While he might not yet be strong enough to defeat Arcturus, he was at least strong enough to be a threat.

His journey started when he was only fifteen. Now, he was twenty-something. Less than ten years of training and this was the result. With just a little more time, there seemed to be no question he would equal Arcturus, maybe even surpass him. When Oren or any of the other demon hunters considered this, they felt their hair stand on end.

He was a monster. He was a herald of destruction!

Cloudhawk was likely the strongest enemy Skycloud had ever faced in its thousand years of history. Even with Judas, the Crimson One, and anyone else who came before them added together, it still could not compare to the chaos Cloudhawk promised.

A monster like him couldn’t be allowed to exist. He would ruin the master’s plans, maybe even destroy Skycloud. He would ruin everything.

Oren’s hands curled into fists. Lost? Not yet!

One on one, he wasn’t foolish enough to think he stood a chance, but he wasn’t alone. There were twenty other demon hunters and a dozen other wastelander warriors with him. Thirty against one man – even if he was as strong as a demon elder – they still stood a chance. They had to. This fight wasn’t about personal glory or pride. It wasn’t just about Arcturus or the future of Skycloud. It was about it all!

“Skycloud’s soldiers never surrender!”

Oren’s words were thick with determination. It steeled the morale of those with him, and their faces turned solemn. Cloudhawk couldn’t help but scowl at the foolishness, for it seemed like he was going to be forced to see this fight through to its conclusion.

Of course, he suspected as much. Words would never convince a man like Oren to lay down his arms.

Whether it was the commander of any of the rest of these soldiers, they got to where they were through unyielding faith and resolve. If there was one thing Cloudhawk learned during his time in Skycloud, it was that everyone – from the noblest demon hunter to the lowliest soldier – was driven by a core of faith and honor. Real soldiers gave oaths to die in service to their cause. To them, life was not the most precious thing. It was not more important than honor or dignity. Especially against the prospect of the wastelands growing strong and breaking free, they were willing to die.

What was there to fear in falling now? This was what they were meant for!

“For Skycloud, for the realm, for the governor! Kill the heathen!”

Dawn had once been their countryman. She received the same instruction in honor and duty that they did and understood them. They would inevitably throw their lives away, even in a suicidal attempt. Cloudhawk might be much stronger now, but he faced a host of fearless and mighty enemies. Defeating them would not be simple.

The best thing to do would be to retreat and regroup! A tiger was not afraid of a single wolf, but a pack of them was dangerous.

There was no avoiding this confrontation, however. The two sides were too different. All she could do was stand shoulder-to-shoulder with Cloudhawk and fight.

As they once more came upon the verge of combat, Cloudhawk’s calm voice arose. “Do you really think you have enough men?”

What? He was provoking them!

Cloudhawk did not move, but the power within him stirred. The air rippled like water as he slowly addressed Oren. “If that’s how you feel, then you have made a fatal error. Before trying to press an unfair advantage, you should ask my bodyguards if they agree.”

Reality was pulled apart around him, and a number of figures appeared one after another. They were a strange lot, with dull and dead expressions. But while they did not appear to have minds of their own, they nonetheless were filled with overwhelming power. Their expansive wings of pure white caught the demon hunters by surprise, for they were witnessing angels appear from another realm.

Five. Ten. Twenty! Thirty!

Before the Silverwing Monarch converted them, the Highblood were among Imperia’s strongest Chosen. While being transformed might have stripped them of their minds, it did nothing to decrease their strength. On the contrary, their mental abilities were stronger than ever. Under Cloudhawk’s command, they were formidable war marionettes.

Never would the Silverwing Monarch have expected that the fruits of his efforts would come to benefit his killer.

Thirty magnificent warriors hovered around Cloudhawk, held aloft on beating wings. Each was surrounded in a nimbus of light as though bearers of holy righteousness.

However, Cloudhawk’s eyes burned red and sinister. The same crimson flames appeared in the eyes of his bodyguards, a reflection of Cloudhawk’s control.

A dark grin spread across his face. “See? I have more people on my side.”

Cloudhawk had summoned thirty allies from the ether! Each one was equal to or better than a veteran demon hunter!

What a terrifying display. With his dimensional abilities, Cloudhawk could summon a coterie of formidable bodyguards at any moment, springing upon his attackers a grim surprise.

This was not good! They were no match for him. Cloudhawk was too strong! He was practically invincible, and now that Oren lost the numbers advantage, how did he think he was any sort of threat?

The shock wore off when they heard Cloudhawk’s brief command. “Attack.”

A few minutes later, the command ship exploded from the inside out. The fight was over, punctuated by the following explosions of other command vessels. A mighty armada two thousand ships strong had lost its nerve center and descended into chaos.

Toad and Canker gave up on the spot. As members of the Conclave’s inner circle, they were placed in custody and held under close watch at Cloudhawk’s order. They were the precursor for what would be the Conclave armada’s unconditional surrender. In half a day, what had been a hulking behemoth of war was no longer a threat.

The Southern Confederation had not only managed to hold onto its territory, but it now also had a fleet of ships to turn against its foes and thousands of troops to man them.
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The setting sun cast upon the land a bloody red glow.

Sandbar Station was littered with the remains of the battle. It was a relatively short conflict, but the damage it had caused was extensive. Crowds were busy cleaning up the battlefield while Cloudhawk stood upon a dune, peering towards the northern horizon.

Dawn approached him from behind. “We’ve captured thirty thousand prisoners after this battle. Among them are Oren, Dumont, and several other notable fighters. They’re all badly injured and shouldn’t be a threat anytime soon. How do you plan to deal with them?”

Cloudhawk pondered the question for a moment. “Try to recruit ordinary prisoners and wastelanders right away. As for Elysians and demon hunters? Don’t put them to death just yet. I’ll set something up off-world, a place where they can be contained. That way, they won’t cause us any troubles, and since they are strong warriors, there may come a time when we’ll find them useful.”

Dawn nodded. It was clever to make the most of these demon hunters and neutralize the threat they posed by locking them in some other dimension.

Nothing more menaced the southern wilds. For a time, the Conclave would be too weak to muster any threat. All the cities south of Skycloud were now loyal to Greenland with Cloudhawk as their uncontested leader.

But that wasn’t enough. Not nearly enough. It was only a prelude.

Cloudhawk had come this far and had no intention of stopping now. He probably couldn’t, even if he wanted to.


111 / The Big Day


Cloudhawk sat silent and cross-legged, his heart placid and his thoughts empty. When his eyes closed, he could feel the ebb and flow of the universe, like a tide. Before him rested a sword enveloped in green fire, tempering it.

The calm of this moment came five days after the war for control of the southern wilds. An idea had swept across the wastes like a raging tornado, borne by large numbers of evangelists preaching the revolution.

Through word and deed, they tried to inspire wastelanders to rise against savagery, throw off oppression. Their message was that no one needed to live in indignity anymore, like the cursed generations before them. Instead, they should pick up their weapons and fight to regain the respect taken from them so many centuries ago!

Such a thing would have been unthinkable and impossible before today. Wastelanders themselves had always seen themselves as more beast than man. From the moment of their birth, they were expected to wriggle through the filth like insects, skittering from one dark corner to another. Simply living seemed like too much to ask, much less living with dignity.

But as the conflict between Skycloud and the wastes grew over the last few years, incredible things began to happen. Great battles were won in the face of overwhelming odds, and from those ashes emerged a group of harbingers wise to the change that was occurring.

Most importantly, from the wastelands emerged their greatest hero. Cloudhawk.

This man, a product of their own home, wielded the power to stand against the might of the Elysians. Wastelanders lived in a culture where strength was respected, and none were as strong as their new leader. What’s more, he was always on the front lines of the fight, his power on full display as it shook the authority of the godly realm.

Greenland grew in prestige and prosperity. It was a magical tale that inspired every southerner.

Greenland was now the heart of the south, where its mightiest soldiers and most brilliant scientists gathered. The food it produced could support millions, and that was just the beginning. From the city came water purifiers, weapons, armor, vehicles, and countless other boons. All of these were provided for the betterment of the wastelands.

Cloudhawk’s city had become the promised land for so many. A utopia everyone hoped to see and participate in.

Under such a banner, more and more rose to the occasion. People were beginning to realize that you didn’t need to stand by and wait for destiny to happen. So long as you were willing to work, you could mold fate to your own liking. Life was what they chose to make it.

Destiny could be changed. Who didn’t wish to see life work in their favor?

Cloudhawk didn’t bother with the changes outside. He had plenty of trustworthy, capable people he knew could handle things. Wolfblade and the Khan of Evernight were men rich in experience, eager to help Cloudhawk on his revolutionary path. Whatever Cloudhawk wished to see happen, they made it into reality.

Thud, thud, thud.

Cloudhawk turned his head towards the sound of heavy footfalls.

A stalwart figure crowded into the room.

He was a two-meter-tall behemoth who was covered in plate armor. He was powerful and intimidating, but the armor opened up to reveal not a man but a beautiful woman. Dawn looked down at Cloudhawk sitting before her.

“Are you getting used to the Dawnbreaker Armor?” he asked.

Dawn’s talents lay in light and earth, and as such, those were the relics she was capable of resonating with. After defeating Dumont and his armor, Cloudhawk confiscated their things and had them thrown into prison. This remarkable suit of armor was given to Dawn as the spoils of war.

“At first, it was unfamiliar. Now, I’m getting the hang of it!” Her eyes traveled down to Terrangelica, lain upon the floor between them. Her brows shot up. “My sword!”

Cloudhawk nodded. “I’ve finished reforging it. Pick it up. Take a look for yourself.”

Dawn was delighted. She reached out and took back her weapon.

The sword didn’t look any different than it did before, but closer inspection did reveal new details. The steel blade had once been as smooth as a mirror, but it was now covered in faint lines that knotted together in a meticulous pattern. It did not take away from the sword’s beauty and, in fact, added to it.

Dawn closed her eyes and reached into it with her mind. There, she sensed the real differences as its resonance was stronger and more complex.

She gave Terrangelica an experimental horizontal swipe. With the motion, the lines etched into the blade came to life. Power surged forth with that glow, filling the space all around her. All the dirt beneath her feet sank almost a foot as though an immense, invisible weight had dropped on top of it.

“You really were able to put the two relics together!” Dawn ran her hand along the sword in awe and disbelief.

Cloudhawk indeed had managed to imbue Terrangelica with the power of Oren’s gravity glove. By combining the two, Dawn’s weapon reached a whole new grade. Both gravity and earth were within its power to manipulate. Terrangelica now stood among other legendary items like Cloudhawk’s gauntlet, Arcturus’s Ruin, and Selene’s Transcendent Crossblade.

Dawn had emerged from the war with the incredible Dawnbreaker Armor as well as a greatly empowered weapon. Her mental prowess was far greater than most veteran demon hunters', and with these two relics, she could probably go thirty to fifty rounds against the old drunk without losing ground!

Cloudhawk looked at the sunken dirt around them. “You need more practice.”

Dawn did not see Cloudhawk move, but with his words, the ground beneath them was restored to its previous state in an instant. Dawn was somewhat surprised, for she did not see Cloudhawk use any sort of relic to do it. Was he really already capable of calling his powers without the help of a relic?

“How did you do that? Incredible!”

“I’m remembering more and more from my inheritance. I am coming to understand a lot about the nature of power. I have grown past the need for relics, and now I can begin to mold energy, even create it.” He smiled at Dawn’s gaping expression. “Don’t look at me like that. I’m not comfortable with this power yet, and it isn’t stable anyway, I can only manage the most basic stuff, nothing worth much yet.”

“That’s already abnormal, alright?!” Dawn glared at him in frustration. “When you master this power, what will make you different from a god? Here you are running around with us little folk. Slow down and let us catch up, won’t you? How are we going to get to play with you if you get too far ahead?”

Dawn’s reaction was uncharacteristically intense. Cloudhawk’s display had gotten to her. He merely shrugged.

Cloudhawk wasn’t desperately chasing more power. What was there to be dissatisfied with? There were none in the wastelands and only a handful in Skycloud who could challenge him. To him, such power was more than enough, but as head of a team, as a leader, as a king… it wasn’t sufficient. It was Wolfblade’s hope that Cloudhawk would accomplish what the Demon King before him had failed to do – take the fight to the gods themselves.

Cloudhawk, of course, was not focused on that ambition yet. He wasn’t even certain he could handle Arcturus. He wasn’t alone in any of this. Dawn, Selene, the drunk, and so many others were wrapped up in his destiny.

As such, even if Cloudhawk didn’t think about himself, he had to think about his friends. He had to protect the world they were building. To this end, he had to take advantage of this time – when the Cloud God slumbered and the others of his ilk did not know of him – to get stronger.

Suddenly, Dawn’s anger melted, and a deep melancholy emerged instead. With a deep sigh, she said, “I know you’re carrying a lot. I just hate that I’m not strong enough to help you carry more of it.”

“Just keep doing the best you can,” Cloudhawk replied.

“That’s always been the person I am. To work on myself, damn anyone else’s opinion!” Dawn raised her head and fixed her eyes on Cloudhawk. “That’s no good anymore. I’m not the same person after I decided to walk with you. The six months you were gone were some of the hardest in my entire life. I had nightmares wake me every night. I haven’t felt like myself for a long time.”

Cloudhawk was taken aback by Dawn’s sudden candid revelations. He felt both guilty and nervous.

“Cloudhawk, you have to know I like you.”

When she said it, he didn’t know how to respond. How did he feel about her after everything that had happened? He couldn’t say. If she were in danger, Cloudhawk would risk his own life without hesitation, just like he did at Sanctuary. But he also vaguely remembered where his mind had gone after being captured by Judas, when he was on the cusp of death. The figure in white that had been there with him was not Dawn.

Dawn continued to stare at him, her eyes firm. “I don’t care what anyone else thinks. I don’t even care what you think. I just need to say it. I’ll wait for you, and I’ll walk with you shoulder-to-shoulder no matter what road you choose. Until death. No regrets.”

Cloudhawk’s heart sounded like thunder in his ears. He didn’t want to be cruel or abuse anyone, but how was he supposed to choose? Not only because there was another in his heart, but because Cloudhawk knew full well the life he was fated to live. There would be no safety, and in all likelihood, he would not die a natural death. What right did he have to drag anyone else with him down this dark future?

Cloudhawk was about to open his mouth and respond when Dawn raised a hand to silence him. She chuckled brightly. “You haven’t changed, still the same thick-skulled idiot. You don’t need to say anything. I know what you’re thinking. Really, I don’t think there’s anyone in the world who understands you better than I do.”

Cloudhawk had the power to dominate almost anyone who rose against him, but he still didn’t know how to protect himself from this woman.

“Stop wasting time.” Dawn grabbed his hand and started to drag him along. “Today’s a big day. You have to be there.”


Epilogue – Spring Comes to the Wastes


It was a time of unprecedented celebration in Greenland.

Dozens of airships hung in the sky above, while countless bird riders flew maneuvers. They dropped petals in their wake as they swooped low over the crowds. The entire city smelled and looked magical.

Thousands of soldiers stood at attention in the city’s central square. All of them had undergone a strict selection process so that they were all roughly the same height and build. All wore the same uniform that had come to be associated with Greenland and bore more modified rifles. Even the swords on their backs were all perfectly identical.

From their shoulders fell forest-green cloaks, marking them as the first batch of Greenland Regulars. The color green represented will power, represented hope, and represented their home – Greenland.

Standing in front of this impressive array were several hundred wastelander warriors of a different sort. They came in all manner of shapes and sizes, most of them unsightly mutants. But these men and women were among the very best, sporting various unique and valuable abilities. They were clad in typical wastelander equipment but for the black cudgels hanging from their waists and the rings on their fingers. They stood with pride in their eyes and as straight as spears at the head of the troops.

These were the famed Greenland Goshawks.

Although the Goshawks were a special and lauded group, they had no standard uniform of their own. Nothing except the heavy green cloaks which, in addition to the Regulars behind them, lent to a magnificent and moving scene.

Green was a scarce color out in the wastelands. They wore it to dispel the barren and hopeless cloud that choked their home. A single spark could spark a prairie fire, and the green was their wish – a wish that this color would be seen far more often out here. One day, green would cover the entire world.

Children clambered over one another to catch a glimpse of these fine warriors and their green cloaks. Their eyes sparkled with envy and admiration, for these grand warriors were their heroes.

“I want to wear a green cloak and be a strong warrior!” Variations of this desire were shared among all the children.

Azura stood at the front of the group with her hands folded. Her eyes were fixed on the central Greenland fort as a group of ten or so figures emerged. The ones who approached were all weighty figures of the wastelands, the most elite of their city. They too were all wearing green cloaks.

Hellflower was the city’s head scientist and lead engineer, an indispensable part of their cause. She walked in the center of the group, which showed her high status. By her side was a smiling one-eyed man.

“Master Wolfblade, you certainly seem to be in a good mood!”

Very little of Hellflower’s personality had changed over the years. The only difference was the breadth of her knowledge and her enigmatic methods. She had truly earned the designation as the wastelands’ ultimate scientist.

Wolfblade was the respected founder of the Dark Atom. Although the man now was very different from the one who started the organization, it did nothing to diminish the populace’s respect for him or the Dark Atom. He remained one of the wastelands’ champions, more than worthy of walking in the middle of this group.

“If you had spent a thousand years cultivating a seed, you would also be overjoyed to see it sprout.” Wolfblade cast a glance towards the alluring woman. “You are a scientist. You should understand this perfectly well.”

“I understand, but I’m not sure I agree.” She shrugged. “A thousand years? It sounds exhausting! Me, I think a couple hundred years is enough.”

“All worth it,” Wolfblade replied.

Hellflower had never been able to get a read on Wolfblade. Although he had revealed his true identity to Cloudhawk, there was still no end to the mysteries surrounding him. No one truly knew what this creature thought.

On the left flank of the group were a number of familiar faces. Claudia, Barb, Gabby, and others walked proudly down the lane. Each of them was also an important member of this young nation.

“For Greenland to get to this point... Excellency Cloudhawk really is something!” Barb walked with Gabriel, and the two looked over the spectacular event. She sighed, in awe of what she saw, and then shot a teasing glance towards Gabriel. “You’ve been training with his Excellency for so long. Why is it you don’t have a tenth of the strength he has?”

He blinked innocently at her. “You actually expect me to be a tenth of what he is?”

His response confused her. If he had a fraction of Cloudhawk’s power, wouldn’t that be a good thing? Barb did understand that with strength came responsibility, especially in this day and age. Even one-tenth of Cloudhawk’s strength was a lot, and perhaps the trouble it would bring was too much. Maybe it really would be better to live a peaceful and quiet life.

“I understand if you don’t have the ability. You should just keep strolling through life!”

Gabriel scowled but said nothing. Barb looked out over the crowd with a puzzled expression. “It looks like most everyone is here. Where are Dawn and Cloudhawk?”

As soon as she gave voice to her thoughts, two figures emerged from the fort, one bigger and one smaller. The former was Dawn, who strode forth in her indomitable Dawnbreaker Armor. She was dragging Cloudhawk behind her. The latter was dressed in comparatively ordinary gear. Both wore green cloaks draped over their shoulders. They soon joined the others.

“Governor Dawn! Governor Dawn! Lord Cloudhawk! Lord Cloudhawk!”

The crowds cheered and clapped.

After guiding Greenland as its leader for a year, Dawn had gained a lofty reputation. She had also led their forces against incursions from the Conclave of Judgment and succeeded, piling military exploits upon her civil ones. Cloudhawk needed no introduction. Every notable figure in the wastes knew that without Cloudhawk’s influence and legendary efforts, Greenland wouldn’t even exist.

All eyes followed Cloudhawk as their peerless leader strode onto a dais. He, in turn, looked out over the crowd.

“I see everyone’s arrived.

“Without question, you all, like me, have experienced a bumpy road. Our lives have been rife with storms, pain… and growth. In the end, it led to a reawakening, and now here we stand. First and foremost, we must thank the countless ancestors whose blood and sacrifices have opened this path for us. Because of them, the wastelands have come to a crucial turning point, and we stand on the cusp of revolution!”

“Our fight is now. The challenges we face are more difficult and terrible than we could have known. The darkest hours are yet to come. But we are not afraid, nor are we lost. When I look out at your faces, I can see faith in our cause, in the great mission we together have undertaken”.

“For too long, the wastelands have slumbered, but we are here to help it stir. We will shake off the dust, take up our weapons, and fight for our lives! We will fight for our destiny! We will fight for our survival!”

“No matter what comes or where this path leads, I will forever be the same child that climbed out of southern wastelands ruins. One day, I may fall, but there will be tens of thousands of me who will keep going. They will awaken and see the future we deserve. New soldiers will emerge to carry our banner when others give their lives until the day green covers all the land. Hope will tear away the darkness, my friends. A new dawn is coming.”

“I come before you all today to make a formal announcement. The establishment of the Green Alliance. I, Cloudhawk, will serve as its first leader and commander.”

Cheers answered his decree, so loud that the ground shook. All the citizens were filled with high spirits and resolve, dedicated to their cause. The Green Alliance would unite all the great powers of the southern wastes. Its territory would include thirty-nine cities, in addition to the Blisterpeaks and Meadow. Nine million citizens joined under one banner.

Dawn would remain guardian and governor of Greenland and the province it controlled. Sandbar Outpost would be ruled by Abaddon, aptly named the Caliph of the Sands. Nox and its area would continue to be guided by the Khan of Evernight. Meadow would be administered by its founder, the Shepherd God Autumn.

All together, it was a union unlike any seen before. Compared to its predecessors, it had stronger leaders, a more unified army, and a more robust faith. From this moment forward, the fate of the planet would be forever altered. A whole new world, never seen before, loomed on the horizon.
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